


LATVIA 
AND 
LATVIANS

Collection of scholarly 
articles

LATVIAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES     
RIGA



Volume I

LATVIA 
AND 
LATVIANS

LATVIAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES     
RIGA



Honorary patrons of the Latvian Avademy 
of Sciences, 
Pēteris Avens and Juris Savickis

Collection of scholarly articles in 2 volumes, Latvia and Latvians, Volume I. Riga: Latvian 
Academy of Sciences, 2018. 944 pp.: figs. 
Volume I of the collection of scholarly articles Latvia and Latvians comprises 23 articles which are 
grouped into two parts: Part I characterises Latvia and Latvians in contemporary world focussing 
on the constitutional basis and demography of Latvia, as well as Latvian economy, population, 
language, education and science, Latvian landscape and cooperation between the Baltic States; Part 
II features the contemporary culture of Latvia with a historical retrospection focussing on literature, 
music and singing, theatre, cinema and visual art, architecture, sports, religions, as well as minority 
culture in Latvia. Authors of the papers are specialists in their respective fields, renowned in Latvia. 
The collection reflects the point of view of contemporary scientists and modern science concerning 
the issues considered in the articles. It is meant for readers in Latvia and abroad.

 

The collection of papers was elaborated and published within the State Research Programme 
“Lettonics (Latvian  Studies): Latvian History, Language, Culture, and Values” at the Baltic Centre 
for Strategic Studies of the Latvian Academy of Sciences under the guidance of Prof. Tālavs Jundzis 
(assistants Kristīne Beķere and Zane Rozīte)

The edition was supported by:

Editorial Board of the collection:
Dr. habil. chem., Dr. hist. h. c. Jānis Stradiņš (Chair)
Dr. habil. philol. Viktors Hausmanis
Dr. habil. philol. Ilga Jansone
Dr. habil. sc. pol., Dr. iur. Tālavs Jundzis
Dr. habil. philol. Maija Kūle
Dr. habil. art. Ojārs Spārītis 
Dr. habil. hist. Andrejs Vasks
Dr. hist. Guntis Zemītis

The edition was recommended for publication by the Latvian Council of Science of the Latvian 
Academy of Sciences, Decision of 19 June 2017

Translated into English by Eduards Bruno Deksnis
Literary editors: Antra Legzdiņa, Filips Birzulis, Maija Opse, Māra Rūmniece 
Computer layout by Margarita Stoka
Bibliographers: Dagnija Ivbule, Lolita Lāce, Inguna Mīlgrāve
Book design by Ināra Jēgere

In citations the reference to the edition is mandatory.

Printed by SIA Jelgavas tipogrāfija 

© LAS Baltic Centre for Strategic Studies, 2018
© Authors of the papers, 2018
© Authors of photographs, 2018
© Ināra Jēgere, book design 2018
© Guntis Ulmanis, graphic design of maps 2018

ISBN 978-9934-8515-9-9



TABLE OF CONTENTS

A Look at Latvia: Its Past, Present, and Near-term Future.  
Introduction to the collection of scholarly works, Latvia  
and Latvians. Jānis Stradiņš. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7

Part I. LATVIA AND LATVIANS IN TODAY’S WORLD

Latvia and the Latvians as Europeans in the Age of Globalization.  
Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .29

Regaining the Independence of Latvia. Tālavs Jundzis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .54

The Constitutional Foundations of the Republic of Latvia. Jānis Pleps . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .93

Democracy in Latvia. Ivars Ījabs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131

The Economy of Latvia After the Restoration of Independence.  
Raita Karnīte. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 159

The Population of Latvia. Pēteris Zvidriņš . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 203

The Latvian Language in the 21st Century. Ina Druviete, Andrejs Veisbergs . . . . . . . . . 244

Education in Latvia. Andris Kangro . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 279

Science in Latvia. Jānis Stradiņš . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 319

The Cultural Landscape of Latvia. Māra Urtāne, Juris Urtāns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 360

Cooperation Between the Baltic States (1988–2015).  
Marika Laizāne-Jurkāne . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 394

Part II. CULTURE IN LATVIA (With a Historical Perspective)

Values in Latvia (in the Context of European and Universal Values).  
Maija Kūle. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 433

The Contribution of Latvian Literature to World Culture. Anita  
Rožkalne . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 478

Latvian Music in the World. Arnolds Klotiņš . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 519



Choir Singing and Song Festivals in Latvia. Ilma Grauzdiņa,  
Ilze Šarkovska-Liepiņa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 563

Theatre in Latvia in the European Context. Viktors Hausmanis. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 595

Latvia and Latvians in World Cinema. Inga Pērkone . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 628

The Contribution of the Visual Arts of Latvia to World Culture.  
Stella Pelše . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 660

The Architecture of Latvia and Riga. Jānis Krastiņš . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 693

Religions in Latvia. Solveiga Krūmiņa-Koņkova, Agita Misāne. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 720

The World Context of Sport and Athletes in Latvia. Uldis Grāvītis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 752

Baltic Germans in the Culture of Latvia and in the European Context.  
Māra Grudule . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 789

National Minority Cultures in Latvia. Leo Dribins, Juris Goldmanis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 837

List of Abbreviations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 882

Index of Persons . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 887



A LOOK AT LATVIA: ITS PAST, PRESENT, 
AND NEAR-TERM FUTURE
Introduction to the collection of scholarly works, Latvia and Latvians

This two-volume collection of scholarly works, Latvia and Latvians, has been 
compiled under the guidance of the Latvian Academy of Sciences (LAS) over the 
 period, 2015–2017. The State Research Programme “Lettonics (Latvian Studies): Lat-
vian History, Language, Culture, and Values” of the Republic of Latvia, has provided 
financial support for the preparation and publication of this collection of scholarly ar-
ticles. The compendium in English, Russian, and Latvian is intended to address a for-
eign academic readership. 

Latvia (Latvija in Latvian, Lettland, in German, Lettonie, in French, Латвия, in 
Russian) is one of the three Baltic States to gain independence during 1918, following 
the collapse of the German and Russian empires at the end of the First World War. 
 Estonia (Eesti, Estland) and Latvia then became independent states for the first time in 
their long history. At one time their territories constituted the Mediaeval Confedera-
tion of Livonia which was subordinate to the Pope and also to the German Empire 
(Terra Mariana); subsequently they were part of Poland, Sweden, and from the 
18th century onwards, of the Russian Empire. For its part, Lithuania (Lietuva, Litauen) 
was an independent Grand Duchy from the 13th century onwards, which in 1569 en-
tered into union with Poland to form a Commonwealth. In turn, Poland as well as the 
greater part of the territory of Lithuania, the Duchy of Courland and Semigallia 
(which was formally a subject of Poland from 1561), as well as the eastern region of 
Latvia, Latgale (which was known as Inflanty up until 1772) also became part of the 
Russian Empire in 1795, a status retained up until the Peace Treaty of Brest-Litovsk of 
February 1918. 

The Baltic German community, comprising those who came to live in modern-
day Estonia and Latvia following the invasion by German crusaders during the 
13th century, was able up until the First World War to preserve the relative isolation of 
this region (Остзейские, or Прибалтийские губернии), as well as to develop a dis-
tinct and unique culture. The nobility and city dwellers of German origin constituted a 
privileged class, the German language enjoyed privileged status, with Lutheranism 
being the predominant religious denomination. It was only in the eastern region of the 
former Livonia, which over several centuries was part of Poland, that the leading layer 
of society converted to Catholicism and Polonised. As was the case for Lithuania, Lat-
gale was part of the Catholic Polish cultural space, while a Germanic and Scandinavian 



8 LATVIA AND LATVIANS     Volume I

protestant way of life was predominant in the three Baltic provinces (the governorates 
of Livonia, Courland, and Estonia). The overwhelming majority of Latvian and Esto-
nian peasants and poor city dwellers retained their ethnic identity, and developed their 
own specific culture which began to come to the fore after the abolition of serfdom in 
the early 19th century. 

Over the period 1918–1920, the downfall of the Russian Empire and the emer-
gence of Soviet Russia contributed to a successful outcome in the fight for indepen-
dence waged by the three Baltic republics in a complex series of military campaigns. 
The new states gained international recognition starting with 26 January 1921 (for 
Lithuania this took place somewhat later, in 1923). They maintained their indepen-
dence until 1940, with freedom for their citizens, integration into the community of 
European nations and noteworthy cultural and economic accomplishments. All three 
of these small countries turned out to be remarkably viable and had bright future pro s-
pects, despite authoritarian regimes coming to power in all three states over the  period 
1926–1934.

The Baltic States passed into the Soviet sphere of interest following the unexpected 
conclusion on 23 August 1939 of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact between Hitler’s Ger-
many and Stalinist Russia, which featured a secret protocol that delineated the bound-
ary between German and Soviet spheres of interest in Europe; initially this applied 
only to Latvia and Estonia, but one month later also to Lithuania. This agreement 
largely determined the occupation, in June 1940, of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, fol-
lowed by their illegal annexation by the USSR. During the Second World War, the 
 Baltic republics were occupied from 1941–1944 by Hitler’s Germany, which estab-
lished Ostland (Reichskommissariat Ostland) on their territory. There was no hope that 
independence might be renewed under the aegis of Hitler’s Germany. 

The USSR regained the Baltic Republics from Nazi Germany towards the end of 
the Second World War in 1944–1945, and thereafter dominated over the Baltic Repub-
lics for a further 45 years. Although Western countries (the USA, Great Britain, etc.) 
formally did not recognise de iure incorporation of the Baltic States by the USSR, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill as early as at the Teheran and Yalta Con-
ferences did not contest the incorporation of the Baltic States by the USSR, and the 
population of these states had to resign themselves to captivity under a totalitarian re-
gime. Two generations of Balts were subjected to a socialist experiment and backward-
ness. Although Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia were formally independent Soviet So-
cialist Republics, each with its own government and national symbols, their economies 
were in fact subject to a centralised division of labour and resources at All-Union level. 
Three Soviet Baltic republics were established each with its own specific characteris-
tics, all members of the USSR, whose development was strongly influenced by sub-
stantial immigration from the Russian and other Soviet republics which resulted in 
important changes in the ethnic make-up of their population (particularly in Latvia). 
The identity of the Baltic republics was furthermore substantially dented by brutal re-
pressions carried out against the titular inhabitants of the republics with mass deporta-
tion to Siberia of opponents, events which directly or indirectly were keenly experi-
enced by a substantial segment of the titular populations.
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All of these changes have been described, albeit in part, in this collection of aca-
demic articles. In fact, the centenary of the Baltic States being celebrated in 2018 must 
be viewed conditionally, inasmuch as the Baltic States spent only half of this century in 
relative freedom, while the rest of the period was under foreign domination. This half-
century in captivity is incompletely reflected in this academic collection, partly since 
objective assessment of this period is lacking, and also because different historians 
hold contradictory or controversial views about major developments which took place 
during this time.

The Baltic Republics were the first Soviet republics to exploit the restructuring 
(perestroika) started under Mikhail Gorbachev in order to regain their lost sovereignty. 
Starting in 1987–1988, they advanced step by step, in a non-violent manner, to rid 
themselves of Sovietisation. In 1990, Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia declared renewal 
of independence based on their pre-war status (for Latvia this act of restoration was 
adopted on 4 May 1990); in practical terms, they recovered their independence after 
the failure of the Moscow Coup of 21 August 1991. This period (1987–1991) is called 
the Third Awakening, the New Latvian movement (1855–1880s) being the First Awak-
ening, and the period when the idea of political independence came to fruition (1905–
1919) deemed the Second Awakening.

The independence of all three Baltic States, including Latvia, was recognised inter-
nationally in August–September 1991. The Baltic States were admitted to the United 
Nations. They did not become members of the Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CIS); rather, even before the final collapse of the USSR, they began actively moving 
towards the West. By 1994, the last Russian military units had left their territories. 
 Latvia and the other Baltic States became members of the NATO alliance and acceded 
to European Union (EU)  in 2004; later they joined the Euro zone (in the case of 
 Latvia, in 2014), and most recently Latvia has joined the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (in 2016).

In this way, Latvia has joined the “select, prosperous” club of nations of the de-
veloped world and has, unquestionably, made remarkable progress in consolidating its 
renewed statehood. It is argued that the current living standard in Latvia is higher than 
ever before (as measured by the gross national product); however, society in Latvia is 
highly socially differentiated, with a large income gap between the rich and the poor. 
The knowledge-based sectors of the economy are at a crossroads. On the one hand, 
many more people in Latvia today are fluent in English and have tertiary qualifica-
tions; moreover, after recovery from the economic crisis of 2009, exports have grown 
rapidly, dominated by trade with Western countries. On the other hand, Latvian com-
panies are gaining less profit from innovations than in 2004; there is also less invest-
ment in research and fewer adults engaged in life-long learning than in 2004. The very 
low levels of public confidence in various state institutions, ranging from the national 
parliament (Saeima) and government to the European Parliament, have remained un-
changed. This is a characteristic feature of the Baltic States and is especially pro-
nounced in Latvia. Even Latvia’s participation in the EU is positively rated by only 45% 
of respondents, which is considerably less than in Estonia and Lithuania (2017).

The Republic of Latvia is a small country located in Northern Europe, with a terri-
tory of 64 589 km2, and a population as of 1 January 2016 of 2 144 763, although a 
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considerably smaller number actually reside in Latvia. Latvia’s neighbouring states are 
Estonia, Russia, Belarus, and Lithuania, and it has a coastline along the Baltic Sea. Lat-
vians make up approximately 60% of the population, while Russian-speakers account 
for the bulk of the remainder. The official state language is Latvian, and the predomi-
nant religious affiliation is Christian (Lutheran, Roman Catholic, and Russian Ortho-
dox). A sociological survey reported in 2017 that 45% of the population declared 
themselves to be practicing Christians. 

The Constitution (Satversme) of the Republic of Latvia (the essential elements of 
which were adopted in 1922, making it one of the oldest written and functioning con-
stitutions in Europe) defines the national territory as comprising four cultural histori-
cal regions: Vidzeme, Latgale, Kurzeme, and Zemgale (the cultural historical district of 
Sēlija (Selonia) is part of the latter of these four regions). The names of these regions 
derive from the Baltic ethnic groups which historically inhabited them, i.e. the Latga-
lians, Couronians, Semigallians, and Selonians, as well as the Livs, a Finno-Ugric eth-
nic group. The Latvian nation began to form from these ethnic groups towards the end 
of the Livonian Order state. In addition to minority groups of largely Slavic origin, the 
Finno-Ugric Livs are considered to be a titular people of Latvia alongside Latvians; 
however, as of 2015, only 160 individuals declared themselves as being Livs, and most 
were unable to converse in their mother tongue). There is, however, no doubt that 
many titular inhabitants of Vidzeme and Kurzeme originate from the Livs, and a 
proto-Finnic element is characteristic of Latvian (and also Latvian language) ge-
nealogy.

The term Latvija (Latvia) as a generally accepted label for the total territory inha-
bited by the Latvian people is relatively new. It was introduced into the Latvian lan-
guage during the mid-19th century by several nationally-minded authors and publicists 
of the National Awakening period: Juris Alunāns, Auseklis, and Atis Kronvalds. Both 
in the lyrical works of these men, and also due to gradual changes in the political situ-
ation, the term Latvija came to replace Baltija (Baltic), which up to then had been 
used to describe the lands inhabited by Latvians. One must however concur with the 
view expressed by the encyclopaedist Arveds Švābe and our most erudite contempo-
rary historian specialist in ancient history, Ēvalds Mugurēvičs, that the underlying idea 
of Latvija long pre-dates the use of the term itself, i.e. — the term was not newly 
coined by the New Latvian movement during the 19th century. From the 1220s (The 
Chronicle of Henry of Livonia) onwards, Germans deemed the area inhabited by Lat-
vians in Eastern Latvia as Lettland and the Latvians (largely Latgalians) as die Letten, 
while Western Latvia was described by the term Kurland and its inhabitants as die 
Kuren. Following careful study during the 16th–17th centuries of a number of districts 
in modern-day Latvia, German pastors discovered that the majority of indigenous in-
habitants in Kurzeme, Zemgale, and Vidzeme spoke a unified Latvian language. The 
descriptive term Lothavia was first used by the Dionysius Fabricius, a Catholic priest 
serving in Viljandi, in his Chronicle (completed circa 1611) to denote the totality of 
the area inhabited by Latvians. Several Lutheran pastors — the linguists Georgius 
Mancelius, later Jacob Lange, and Gotthard Friedrich Stender — mentioned the terms 
Latviska zeme, Latviešu zeme, Latvju zeme (land of the Latvians). In 2016, the Russian 
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Orthodox Church published The Gospels of a Latvian (Latvieša evaņģēlijs), written in 
1270 by Georgii, “son of a Latvian”, which the Orthodox Church considers to be the 
first mention of the ethnonym, “(a) Latvian”. 

This excursus is intended to offer a brief insight into how the concepts of Latvia 
and Latvians originated; however, Latvia as a state or territory only came into being 
during the 20th century. The 1905 Revolution provided powerful impetus for this. 
During the First World War, the formation of the Latvian Riflemen’s regiments in 
1915 and the revolutionary events of 1917 (which initially resulted only in the idea of 
autonomy, i.e. “a Free Latvia in a Free Russia”), led to the notion of an independent 
state. The independent state of Latvia was proclaimed in Riga on 18 November 1918. 
From 2017 to 2021, Latvia will be celebrating the centenary of the beginning of the 
struggle for independence. The commemorative events began in the spring of 2017 
with commemoration of the Latgale Congress, which took place on 26–27 April 1917 
(new style 9–10 May). Led by Francis Trasuns, this was the first gathering of demo-
cratically elected representatives of Latvians living in Latgale, at which it was decided 
that Latvians living in Vidzeme, Latgale, and Kurzeme are a single people, and also 
that Latgale (then just three districts of the Vitebsk Governorate) must join together 
with the Governorate of Livonia (Vidzeme) and the other regions to constitute a fu-
ture Latvia; all of these areas were then under German occupation. The celebrations 
will culminate on 18 November 2018, and close in 2021, marking the centenary of the 
Republic of Latvia gaining de iure international recognition and being admitted to the 
League of Nations.

***
Few comprehensive studies are available about the origin of the Latvian state and 

how the Latvian nation came into being, since these topics have seemingly evoked 
 little global interest. Even in European academic circles Latvia is not infrequently con-
fused with Lithuania (similar to the confusion between Slovenia and Slovakia). There-
fore, our comprehensive publication is among the first of its kind to deal with Latvia 
and Latvians. It will be offered to a foreign readership during the celebrations of the 
centenary of the Republic of Latvia; nonetheless, it does not provide an exhaustive 
view of the topic. 

This collection of articles has been commissioned based on Latvieši un Latvija 
(Latvians and Latvia), a four-volume compendium of scholarly articles written in 
 Latvian and assembled over the period 2011–2013, which appeared in February 2014. 
This publication was immediately acclaimed by the public of Latvia. This collection of 
articles by 83 authors had been four years in the making, with support from the Letto-
nics (Latvian Studies) research programme. It represented an overview of the most re-
cent studies carried out by researchers in Latvia on issues such as Latvians as a nation 
(an ethnos) and Latvia as a state, as well as culture, literature, art, music, the theatre 
and cinema, architecture and sport, as well as science, education, and other important 
topics following an inter-disciplinary approach. 

Most authors of articles contained in the four-volume publication hailed from the 
University of Latvia and its various institutes, Riga Technical University, Riga Stradiņš 
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University, Turība University, as well 
as the Latvian Academy of Culture, 
the Art  Academy of Latvia, and the 
Latvian Academy of Music, leading 
specialists from museums in Latvia, 
as well as other individual scholars, 
cultural and other public figures. 
The contribution made by one of 
the  latter category is that due to 
Dr.  iur.  h.  c. Egils Levits, a Latvian 
Judge at the European Court of Jus-
tice, who clearly and authoritatively 
enunciated in a paper in the 2013 
publication the idea of Latvia as a 
national state of Latvians. In June 
2014, this formulation by Dr. Levits 
was included in the preamble of the 
Constitution of the Republic of 
 Latvia (Satversme) on the basis of a 
decision taken by the Latvian Parlia-
ment (Saeima). 

This four-volume treatise run-
ning to some 2400 pages is the most 

comprehensive investigation about Latvia which has been produced after the recovery 
of Latvian independence by Latvian humanities scholars, with some contributions 
from social sciences researchers. 

The origin of the terms latvieši (Latvians) and Latvija (Latvia) were clarified in 
Volume I, Latvieši, of the four-volume compendium; this volume also described the 
origin of the Baltic peoples, the gradual evolution of Latvians toward nationhood, the 
development of the written form of the Latvian language, ethnic symbols, traditional 
food, apparel, folklore, and mythology. Volume II, Statehood in Latvia and the Latvian 
State — Won and Lost, and Volume III, The Restored Latvian State, set out the history 
of statehood in Latvia; Volume II covered the period up to 1988–1991, while Vo-
lume III treated the period of the restored Latvian state post-1991. Finally, Volume IV, 
Culture, Education, and Science, the most voluminous of the four volumes, dealt with 
these spheres crucial for Latvia. In many articles problems of national identity, of 
“ Latvianness”, were examined in a positive light; other articles gave an objective por-
trait of the significant national minorities of Latvia and their historical and contempo-
rary contributions to the history of Latvia. 

The collection of scholarly articles Latvians and Latvia (Latvieši un Latvija) was 
published with the support of local private individuals and entities. Copies from the 
first printing sold out quickly and additional funds were secured for an additional 
print run. The collection has found its place in the libraries and secondary education 
establishments of Latvia, and has become a reference work for future investigations 

Fig. 1. The four-volume collection of academic articles (in 
Latvian), Latvieši un Latvija. 2013. Photograph by Jānis Brencis
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and a stand-in for a full-blooded universal Latvian encyclopaedia; an electronic ver-
sion of such an encyclopaedia and a printed volume devoted solely to Latvia are sche-
duled to appear in late 2018. 

The appearance of the collection of articles in Latvia was noted by specialists both 
in Latvia and abroad. More than 20 reviews have appeared of this treatise, some posi-
tive, and some which point to the uneven quality of articles and the excessively aca-
demic nature of certain articles. The compendium was intended to be a reference 
source of objective information. The principle followed in compiling these articles was 
to allow for both healthy national pride as well as self-critical views, so that a balanced 
view of Latvia would result. Events in honour of the appearance of this collection were 
organised in various venues in Latvia and abroad, i.e. in Moscow, Montreal, Stock-
holm, Sydney, Minsk, and elsewhere, accompanied by generally positive reviews. 

In 2014, the Editorial Board of the collection of academic articles, Latvieši un Lat-
vija, was awarded a Prize by the Cabinet of the Republic of Latvia for their substantial 
contribution to the creation of the inter-disciplinary research field of Letonistics and 
publication of the four-volume collection of articles. The compendium was also in-
cluded in the list of significant scholarly achievements of the LAS for 2014.

Regarding foreign reviews, the authors who contributed to the collection were 
particularly heartened by a review due to Miroslaw Jankowiak, a researcher at the In-
stitute of Slavic Studies of the Polish Academy of Sciences which appeared in Acta 
 Baltico-Slavica,1 wherein the publication is described as a “monumental study”: “the 
study Latvieši un Latvija has particular significance, first of all for Latvians and the 
people of Latvia, and, thus, they constitute the majority readership of this publication, 
which is in Latvian. Inasmuch as it presents what is important to the nation, to na-
tional identity and the state, this publication has come into being as a very specific re-
ference text, one which ought to be found in the home of every Latvian, and one which 
every Latvian will wish to possess, as well as everyone who identifies himself with the 
Latvian state. (…) During the period 2014–2017, the authors plan on drafting and 
publishing a one volume condensation of this study in English, one which will differ 
slightly from this present treatise which is written in Latvian. Such a publication will 
be tremendously important to a European readership. There is scant knowledge about 
Latvia, the people and the culture of Latvia — owing in part to a paucity of publica-
tions on these issues in other than the Latvian language. The interested reader will 
then be able to eschew outdated texts (in German, Polish, and English), or untrust-
worthy publications often replete with ideology (as is the case for many texts written in 
Russian). This will undoubtedly be a publication necessary for anyone who is inte-
rested in this country, and the Baltic States.”2

***
At the end of 2014, following a positive reception for the compendium Latvieši un 

Latvija, it was decided that the collection should also be published in English and 

1 Acta Baltico-Slavica, No. 38, 2014, pp. 315–322.
2 Ibid., p. 321.
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 Russian. A conference on “What Latvians Ought to Tell Other Peoples About 
 Themselves, Their Language, Culture and History”, was held on 14 November 2014 at 
the Latvian Academy of Sciences; eminent individuals including Prof. Vaira 
 Vīķe-Freiberga, former President of the Republic of Latvia, Andris Piebalgs, then 
Euro pean Commissioner for Development Cooperation, Karina Pētersone, then 
 Director of the Institute of Latvia, and others who had taken part in producing the 
four-volume treatise attended this conference. A consensus was reached that the Eng-
lish and Russian editions should appear in advance of the 18 November 2018 com-
memoration of the centenary of the Proclamation of the Republic of Latvia, and  before 
the 4th World Conference of Latvian Scientists in June 2018. At the same time, it was 
agreed that it would not be appropriate simply to translate verbatim the four-volume 
publication; some articles would have to be deleted and others modified to present to 
a foreign academic readership the most recent findings about Latvia and Latvians in 
both a contemporary and historical light, together with analyses of political, econ-
omic, and cultural issues.

This was followed up by identification of a set of additional topics and authors.  
Not all of the previous scholars could be persuaded to revise their articles in the light 
of a future foreign readership. Furthermore, many researchers had moved on to inves-
tigate issues other than the ones they reported in the four-volume publication. Several 
prospective researchers from abroad, including some from the diaspora Latvian com-
munity could not be engaged, not least since 2015–2016 saw reduced funding for the 
State Research Programme “Lettonics” which led to suspension of many initiatives. 

We decided to compile a substantially reworked collection of supplemented and 
somewhat reoriented academic articles, shortened to constitute two volumes. The first 
volume would largely be devoted to modern-day Latvia and its culture (mostly dealing 
with contemporary issues, but with some historical background), while the second vo-
lume would focus on the Latvian ethnos, from ancient times up to the creation of the 
independent Republic, as well as the life of the Republic of Latvia from 1918 to 1991. It 
must be emphasised that public life in Latvia was and still is multi-cultural (Latvians 
were generally a rural people, while urban life was dominated by non-Lat vians); ac-
cordingly, a closer look has been made of the Baltic Germans in terms of their culture 
in Latvia and in a European context, as well as the cultural contributions due to exist-
ing national minorities living in Latvia (Russians, Poles, Jews, Lithuanians, and others). 
There are long-standing differences between Latvians and many local Russians arising 
from contrasting mentalities and assessments of the events of the 20th century.

***
The new collection comprises 44 articles (written by a total of 49 recognised spe-

cialists in their fields), of which 23 constitute Volume I, and 21 — Volume II. In com-
parison with the four-volume compendium of academic articles (2013), the number 
of  pages in the present publication has been reduced by nearly a factor of two 
(~2000  pages in the computer-generated typeset), and furthermore the content of 
many articles has changed significantly. Some authors have been excluded, new 
 authors have been engaged and still others decided to substantially revise their articles. 
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Therefore, the Editorial Board decided to publish the collection not only as intended 
in English and Russian, but also in Latvian, as a revision to the previous collection of 
articles. In any event, no article has been retained unchanged in comparison with the 
previous work, as new topics and authors have come forward. 

The title of the collection of academic articles has been changed from Latvians and 
Latvia to Latvia and Latvians, inasmuch as Volume I focuses on Latvia as a state, in 
the light of commemoration of its centenary in 2018, while Volume II treats Latvians 
from ancient times to the foundation of the state and its life over the period 1918–
1991. Of course, this collection of articles is not intended as a jubilee edition, but it 
does highlight several significant aspects of the 100th anniversary of Latvia. The cover 
features the Lielvārde belt, a traditional symbol of Latvia, and the name of the collec-
tion, Latvija un latvieši, embossed in QR code. 

An important and wide-ranging essay, “Latvia and the Latvians as Europeans in 
the Age of Globalization”, by Professor Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, former State President of 
the Republic of Latvia (1999–2007), introduces Volume I (Part I. “Latvia and Latvians 
in Today’s World”, Part II. “Culture in Latvia (With a Historical Perspective)”).  This 
essay assesses the outlook for Latvia in today’s Europe, stressing that “attempts to 
brand the defence of any national interest and expression of identity as extremism and 
chauvinism is a dangerous mistake. (…) Therefore, nurturing these matters is abso-
lutely legitimate and should not be compared to prejudice, racism, xenophobia or 
isolationism.”3 Professor V. Vīķe-Freiberga continues with her study of Latvian folk-
songs at the same time as participating actively in various international think-tanks 
(for example, in the “Club de Madrid”, which is part of the World Leadership Alliance, 
and the Reflection Group on the Future of the EU (2020–2030)); she is one of the most 
highly regarded Latvian politicians, whose views are listened to by the world com-
munity. 

V. Vīķe-Freiberga’s article is followed by important studies such as the recovery of 
Latvian independence 1987–1991 (by Tālavs Jundzis, academician of the LAS), the 
constitutional basis of the state of Latvia (Dr. iur. Jānis Pleps, Associate Professor at the 
University of Latvia, UL), democracy in Latvia (by Dr. sc. pol. Ivars Ījabs, Associate 
Professor at the UL, corresponding member of the LAS), the economy of Latvia after 
the restoration of independence (by Raita Karnīte, academician of the LAS), the popu-
lation of Latvia (by Professor Pēteris Zvidriņš, academician of the LAS), the Latvian 
language in the 21st century (by Professors Ina Druviete and Andrejs Veisbergs, acade-
micians of the LAS), education in Latvia (by Andris Kangro, corresponding member 
of the LAS, professor at the UL), science in Latvia (by Professor Jānis Stradiņš, acade-
mician of the LAS), the cultural landscape of Latvia (Professor Juris Urtāns, academi-
cian of the LAS, and Māra Urtāne, Professor at the Latvia University of Agriculture, 
LUA), and cooperation between the Baltic States 1988–2015 (by Dr. sc. pol. Marika 
 Laizāne-Jurkāne, Secretary-General of the Baltic Assembly). This set of articles offers 
the reader a many-sided insight into contemporary Latvia.

3 See the article by V. Vīķe-Freiberga, “Latvia and the Latvians as Europeans in the Age of Globalization”, 
which appears in Volume I of this publication. 
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Part II of Volume I comprises articles about diverse culture, religions, and sport in 
contemporary Latvia. The extended lead article is by Maija Kūle, Director of the UL 
Institute of Philosophy and Sociology and academician of the LAS, which addresses 
European values in Latvia; it is followed by an overview by Dr. Anita Rožkalne, a lead-
ing researcher at the UL Institute of Literature, Folklore, and Art, providing an over-
view of the contribution to world culture made by Latvian literature, followed by a re-
view of Latvian music in the world by Prof. Arnolds Klotiņš, honorary member of the 
LAS,  an article jointly written by professors at the Music Academy of Latvia, Ilma 
Grauzdiņa (deceased) and Dr. art. Ilze Šarkovska-Liepiņa, on the topic of choir music 
and the Song Festivals in Latvia, which constitute an important part of contemporary 
culture in Latvia. An article then follows by Viktors Hausmanis, academician of the 
LAS, on theatre, so beloved in Latvia, in a historical and European context, and next, 
an article by Inga Pērkone, Professor at the Culture Academy of Latvia, which deals 
with Latvia and Latvians in world cinema;  Dr. art. Stella Pelše, leading researcher at 
the Institute of Art History at the Latvian Academy of Art, offers an article on visual 
art in Latvia in relation to world culture, followed by an article on the architecture of 
Latvia and Riga by Riga Technical University Professor Jānis Krastiņš, academician of 
the LAS.  Dr. phil. Solveiga Krūmiņa-Koņkova, a researcher at the UL Institute of Phil-
osophy and Sociology, and Dr. phil. Agita Misāne, a researcher at the UL Advanced 
Institute of Social and Political Research, have written a joint paper on religions in 
Latvia, while Uldis Grāvītis, Professor at the Sport Pedagogy Academy of Latvia and 
Chair of its Senate, has contributed an article on sport and athletes in Latvia in a global 
context. It is fitting that the final papers in this volume deal with the national minori-
ties of Latvia, namely an article by Professor Māra Grudule, academician of the LAS, 
on “Baltic Germans in the Culture of Latvia and Europe”, and a joint paper by Leo 
Dribins, Dr. honoris causa of the LAS, a leading researcher at the UL Institute of Phil-
osophy and Sociology, and Associate Professor of the Latvian Academy of Culture 
Juris Goldmanis, on the subject of national minority cultures in Latvia; the significance 
of this contribution to culture in Latvia has already been highlighted in this vo lume. 
These articles reinforce the message of the prevailing multi-cultural reality of Latvia, 
which is an important characteristic of our country. 

Volume II (Part III. “Latvians From Ancient Times to the Foundation of the Lat-
vian State”) comprises findings of leading historians and archaeologists of Latvia, as 
well as contributions by linguists and folklore specialists and describes how the Lat-
vian nation came into being whilst not being free. The lead article is due to UL Profes-
sor of Archaeology Andrejs Vasks, and is an extensive survey of what is known of the 
pre-history of Latvia, complemented by an article by Dr. hist. Antonija Vilcāne, a lead-
ing researcher at the UL Institute of Latvian History, addressing the topic of the Balts 
and the Baltic Finns. These articles are followed by a presentation by two researchers at 
the UL Institute of Literature, Folklore and Art, Dr. habil. philol. Beatrise Reidzāne and 
Dr. philol. Sandis Laime about Latvian folklore and mythology and a further article by 
the renowned linguist Ojārs Bušs (deceased) and Ilga Jansone, academician of the 
LAS, which provides insight into the history of the Latvian language (from its origins 
to the beginning of the 20th century). Dr.  hist. Muntis Auns, a researcher at the UL 
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 Institute of Latvian History, has written an article about Latvians during the Livonian 
period, and another article about how the traditional Latvian cultural environment 
developed from the 16th century to the first half of the 20th century. Academician 
 Guntis Zemītis, Director of the Institute of Latvian History at the University of Latvia, 
presents a study of manifestations of early forms of statehood on the territory of Latvia 
(from the 6th to the 13th centuries), providing a personal, original interpretation of the 
subject. Dr. hist. Mārīte Jakovļeva, a leading researcher at this same institute, has writ-
ten about statehood on the territory of Latvia in the Duchy of Courland and Semi gallia 
during the early modern age (1561–1795); this topic has been noted in the historical 
literature, but not discussed in detail — we can note the colonies established by the 
Duchy on the Island of Tobago and in Gambia. Jānis Lazdiņš, Professor at the UL Fa-
culty of Law, has written about the end of serfdom and organisation of life in civil pa-
rishes during the 19th century, while Professor Vita Zelče of the Department of Com-
munications in the Sociology Faculty of the UL has treated a key 19th century 
phenomenon in the history of Latvia — the movement of New Latvians and its role in 
modernisation and formation of national identity. For her part, Dr. hist. Līga Lapa, a 
researcher at the UL Institute of Latvian History, has given a detailed exposition of the 
dramatic events in Latvia during the 1905 Revolution, while Valdis Bērziņš, academi-
cian of the LAS, has reflected on the complex and fateful path trodden by the Latvian 
riflemen, starting in 1915 and later joining the Red Army during the Russian Civil War. 

The final segment of Volume II (Part IV. “Latvians and the State of Latvia (1918–
1990)”) sets out the complex manner in which Latvian statehood was consolidated 
during the pre-war first Republic of Latvia, and how the state was Sovietised after its 
annexation by the USSR. This volume is also a summary of scholarly research from the 
UL, in particular the Institute of Latvian History. The formation of Latvian statehood, 
in particular its military aspects (1918–1920), and Latvia’s relations with the other Bal-
tic States (1918–1940) are presented in two articles by Professor Ēriks Jēkabsons. The 
authoritarian regime of Kārlis Ulmanis (1934–1940) in terms of politics, ideology, and 
economy has been analysed by Professor Aivars Stranga, academician of the LAS, 
while Professor Inesis Feldmanis, academician of the LAS, has outlined the complex 
situation in which Latvia found itself during the Second World War (1939–1945). For 
her part, Professor Daina Bleiere gives a detailed account of how Sovietisation pro-
ceeded in Latvia in the context of this process in all three Baltic Republics, demon-
strating that in many respects it was deeper and more profound than was the case in 
Estonia or Lithuania. Indulis Zālīte, Head of the Centre for the Documentation of the 
Consequences of Totalitarianism of the Republic of Latvia, and Aldis Bergmanis, a re-
searcher at this Centre, have analysed the political supervisory functions of the KGB 
(Committee for State Security) of the Latvian SSR over the period 1940–1991. In turn, 
Tālavs Jundzis (jointly with Zigmārs Turčinskis, a researcher at the UL Institute of Lat-
vian History) present an analysis of resistance to the Soviet and Nazi regimes in Latvia 
1940–1985; another article by Tālavs Jundzis (jointly with Ilgonis Upmalis, a public 
activist) is devoted to Latvia as a military base of the USSR and part of the Soviet mili-
tary-industrial complex. The volume closes with a rosy picture of Latvians who resided 
in the world outside of Latvia over the period 1918–1991, presented by Kristīne Beķere, 
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a researcher at the Baltic Centre for Strategic Study, who has also been active in com-
piling this collection of articles. 

This collection was created by members of the Latvian Academy of Sciences and 
its Baltic Center for Strategic Studies, most of whom are recognised specialists in their 
fields. Unfortunately, the academic collection does not address such important issues 
in Latvian history as the New Current (Jaunā Strāva) which appeared at the end of the 
19th century, or the initial formation of the Latvian state in 1917–1918. Neither the de-
velopment of Latvian Social Democracy, nor the importance of the Latvian Farmers’ 
Union founded in 1917, have been treated. There is furthermore no assessment 
of  major historical figures associated with Latvia (Rainis, K. Ulmanis, J.  Čakste, 
Z. A. Meierovics, etc.). Of the 44 topics covered in the collection, 17 were written by 
authors who did not take part in creating of the four-volume collection Latvians and 
Latvia; however, authors could not be found for some topics, and several articles were 
rejected by the Editorial Board. For example, an article on the Latvian mentality was 
not available, and articles about Latvia’s current foreign policy, its place in the EU and 
NATO, and many other current issues are missing from the overall picture of Latvia. 
Hence, it must be admitted that the plan was not fully implemented, but we have done 
our very best commensurate with the current capacity of Latvian humanities and so-
cial  sciences.

***
Today’s Latvia is characterised by both remarkable achievements and unresolved 

issues. On the one hand, it is a considerably developed and progressive country, but on 
the other hand, it is among the poorest EU member states (GDP = 25 000 euro per 

Fig. 2. A meeting of 
the Editorial Board 
of the collection of 
scholarly articles 
Latvija un latvieši 
on 21 June 2017. In 
the front row, left to 
right: Andrejs Vasks, 
Maija Kūle, 
Ilga Jansone, 
Tālavs Jundzis; in 
the second row: 
Jānis Stradiņš, 
Ojārs Spārītis, 
Guntis Zemītis,  
Viktors Hausmanis. 
Photograph by 
Jānis Brencis
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capita), only ahead of Bulgaria, Rumania, and Cyprus. Poverty levels, especially among 
pensioners and regional residents, are around 30%. True, it is not possible to define re-
liably the true income level, because of an increasingly sizable presence (greater than 
20.3%) of the so-called grey economy; official statistical data may not reflect the true 
situation. The value of the Gini coefficient in Latvia is one of the highest among the 
member states of the EU; hence, there exists very substantial inequality in their mate-
rial condition between people living in Latvia. Furthermore, the situation is very dif-
ferent in different regions of the country — for example, the situations in disadvan-
taged Latgale, which is characterised by local peculiarities, and partially in Northern 
Vidzeme, differ from the dynamism of Riga and its surrounding well-off areas, and 
even from the situation in Zemgale and Kurzeme. The differences between various 
population groups have become well-defined and persistent, and will not readily dis-
appear. For example, the GDP per capita in Latgale was 51.6% of the average value for 
Latvia and 29.1% compared with Riga. 

The territorial organisation of Latvia displays marked differences — 11 large 
urban areas and 28 municipalities (novadi) have been identified as viable, out of a total 
of 119 municiplities. It is intended to reorganise fragmented areas and amalgamate 
tiny municipalities into so-called cooperation areas. After the decline of industrial 
production during the 1990s, many formerly strong industrial centres lost their way, 
with some looking for new production opportunities. In recent years, industrial pro-
duction has been dominated by small and medium-sized enterprises and micro-enter-
prises.

Latvia is fortunate in being an acknowledged Green Country; according to the 
“Environmental Performance Index” compiled by Yale University, Latvia was ranked 
in 8th position in 2008, and in 2012, as the second Greenest Country in the world. 
 Latvia is distinguished by its orderly environment, rich in forests and valuable wet-
lands. Popular involvement in voluntary environmental protection work has gained 
popularity over the past 10 years. Nature as a value, a well-maintained environment 
and historical monuments have made Latvia attractive as a destination over the past 
ten years for tourists not only from Russia and European countries (mainly from Ger-
many, Lithuania, and Estonia) but also from Japan, China and other Asian countries.

Until 1990, Russia determined the development of the Latvian economy; presently, 
trade with Russia accounts for  only 10% of Latvia’s trade, but it is still a big customer 
for the major ports (Riga, Ventspils, and Liepāja) and dominates rail transit. The latter 
has decreased over the last few years. In 2014, a new geopolitical situation emerged in 
relations with Russia due to events in Ukraine. Ties between Latvia, the other Baltic 
States and Poland have been strengthened within NATO. Military units from NATO 
countries have been deployed in Latvia, and in 2018, Latvia has committed itself to in-
crease its defence budget to 2% of GDP; this level has already been achieved in Estonia 
and similar expenditure is foreseen in Lithuania.

Latvia is the geographic centre of the three Baltic States. Its capital, Riga (Rīga in 
Latvian) is the largest city in the Baltic States with about 700 000, and is often seen as 
the major metropolis of the Baltic. The small Baltic countries are generally perceived 
as a single entity in the wider world and their differences are not evident in public 
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consciousness. Nevertheless, there are significant differences between them in terms of 
both language and mentality of their populations. Estonia has followed a more rational 
development path over the years of independence, thanks to more intensive contacts 
with the Nordic countries, especially Finland; Estonia is characterised by better 
thought out development scenarios, and now takes the leading position among the 
Baltic States. Lithuania, in turn, has been more astute in terms of economic growth, 
and exceeds the performance of Latvia in terms of many indicators; however in most 
cases, the standing of Latvia is not inferior to that of Lithuania. The special feature of 
Latvia is that it seeks to retain and intensify the commonality of all three Baltic States, 
declaring that it is the most active supporter of Baltic unity. To a large extent, this ap-
proach has succeeded, especially thanks to Latvia’s central geographical position in the 
Baltics and the outside world’s perception of a united Baltic region. The idea of unity 
of the Baltic and Nordic countries within the EU is less promising. Estonia is most in-
sistent on this, while Lithuania prefers cooperation with the countries of Central 
 Europe. In any case, in terms of their foreign policy, the Baltic States are currently 
united and their economic relations are very close, although in some ways they are 
also rivals; one should therefore, not exaggerate the idea of the Baltic countries as 
united in a uniform region.

The biggest problems facing Latvia today derive from the tax system, which needs 
to be reorganised into a more rational system, and the need to reduce social inequality, 
as well as a chronic shortfall in healthcare funding, reform of schools and higher edu-
cation, second-rate roads, and the sizable number of non-citizens. This issue as well as 
the differences between Latvians and Russians in Latvia must be addressed. Many 
 people are concerned about excessive bureaucracy which arbitrarily dictates its own 
rules; often these bureaucratic procedures are over-zealous interpretation of require-
ments set by Brussels; there is also a lack of ideas in the period between elections, a 
large degree of corruption (especially in terms of the corruption perception index), tax 
evasion, a lack of skilled labour in many sectors and weak initiatives in implementing 
innovations, and very slow improvement of the demographic situation (over 370 000 
people have left for other EU countries, including the United Kingdom, over the past 
10–15 years). Since the accession to the EU, more Latvians have moved to the UK, Ire-
land, Germany, Sweden and Norway than during the refugee exodus of 1944/1945  
(although fewer than fled from Latvia during the First World War). This trend is partly 
discussed in the paper in this collection by academician Pēteris Zvidriņš

There have been noteworthy achievements by Latvians in recent decades, includ-
ing in the performing arts, in the development of folk heritage (which has gained re-
cognition both at home and abroad), sports achievements in a number of fields, and a 
growing number of foreign students from Western Europe studying in Latvia. There 
are also distinguished individuals from Latvia who have gained UNESCO recognition 
(most belong to the past, such as the writers Rūdolfs Blaumanis, Rainis and Aspazija, 
the composer Jāzeps Vītols, the painter Janis Rozentāls, the scientist Paul Walden, 
etc.), and beautiful coins issued by the Bank of Latvia, which have won many interna-
tional awards, etc. In terms of practical achievements, one may cite Riga Airport’s 
leading role in the Baltics, “Rail Baltica” which will include Riga and Salaspils as its 
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most important technical nodes, and the export of many goods. In 2016, Latvian ex-
ports exceeded imports. According to the Global Innovation Index, in 2017 Latvia was 
in the 37th position out of 127 countries, between Slovenia and Slovakia. However, a 
lack of investment and public skepticism about foreign investment, may cause pro-
blems in the medium term.

Society in Latvian is predominantly conservative, favouring tried and tested val-
ues. The exaggerated revolutionary romanticism of the early 20th century, when the 
long-oppressed nation “stormed the heavens” is long gone; contrarian views or inno-
vative approaches are today in short supply.

Certain traits reoccur in appraisals of the Latvian mentality: love of work, perse-
verance, strength (tenacity), pride in their people and love of self, equanimity, respect 
for nature, love of rural life; in addition one must note envy, miserliness (but in recent 
years also patronage and generous donation to worthy causes!), low self-esteem, get-
ting involved in conflict situations. A foreign journalist noted that Latvians are more 
emotional than Estonians, but more cautious than Lithuanians. Latvians also have the 
ability to believe two opposing positions; Latvians do not appear to have a fixed set of 
values. Many observers have underlined the special Latvian love of singing (especially 
choral singing) and the theatre.

Distinguished contemporary personalities from Latvia who are widely known 
abroad and associated with Latvia include composers Raimonds Pauls and Pēteris 
Vasks, theatre director Alvis Hermanis, Imants Lancmanis, creator of the Museum at 
Rundāle Palace, violinist Gidon Kremer, opera soloist Elīna Garanča, and others.

A breakdown of the Gross National Product of Latvia in 2016 reveals the following 
characteristics: wholesale and retail trade — 13.9% (15.6% in 2007), real estate opera-
tions — 12.5% (11.4% in 2007), construction — 5.2% (10.1% in 2007), transport and 
storage — 9.1% (8.4% in 2007), state administration, defence, compulsory social in-
surance — 7.5% ( 8.4% in 2007), financial services and insurance — 5.7% (5.2% in 
2007), education —5.1% (4.6% in 2007), agriculture, forestry and fisheries —  3.2% 
(3.7% in 2007), hotels and restaurants — 2.0% (1.6% in 2007) and other sectors — 
22.7% (18.7% in 2007). This is evidence for a diverse, yet fragmented economy. Indus-
trial production accounts for 12% of GDP. A comprehensive exposition of the devel-
opment the Latvian economy is found in a recent study of the economic history of 
Latvia, edited by Gatis Krūmiņš4; however, it was beyond the scope of our publication 
to discuss these issues in any detail. 

A significant proportion of the current Gross National Product derives from dif-
ferent European financial programmes (and this situation will continue at least until 
2020), with the Latvian government providing a relatively small amount of co-financ-
ing. Over the period of 2018–2020, EU funds will underpin the reform of the Latvian 
economy and rationalisation of the tax system in order to create conditions favourable 
for balanced development based on our own resources.

4 Krūmiņš, G. (red.) Latvijas tautsaimniecības vēsture. Rīga: Jumava, 2017, 1050 lpp.
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***

In looking at the development of Latvia after the recovery of independence, I am 
not completely convinced that we can describe the past quarter-century simply as a 
success story. There have been setbacks, errors, even criminal behaviour, and selfish-
ness. At the same time, a great deal has been achieved during the period of renewed 
independence, such that we ought to be proud of our Latvia as a state, instead of deni-
grating it in a petty and derisory manner, perpetually complaining that we have won 
the bronze medal among the Baltic States and that we belong to the rank of those who 
most lag behind.

Every Latvian must hold to a deep conviction that our land not only comprises a 
geopolitical territory of 64 589 square kilometres, a transit route to the Baltic Sea, a 
peripheral EU state located at its distant eastern border, and one which is constantly 
under threat — it is the Latvian national motherland and fatherland, a national and 
European country, possessed of its own values and traditions, and, yes, also with its 
weaknesses. Latvians do not have nor will they ever have another homeland. We must 
preserve this land beautiful and well-ordered for future generations over many centu-
ries. In 1858, the Latvian patriot Krišjānis Valdemārs expressed a deep concern about 
the possible demise of the Latvian nation during the 21st century — this must not hap-
pen. We speak a beautiful, rich language, and we have safeguarded our identity under 
very difficult circumstances. The patriotism of a small, peaceful people dedicated to 
the defence of their traditions, could become one of the nation’s characteristic features. 
But we should be aware that we have in our mentality the traditions of many peoples 
who have lived here, especially in urban areas, thus producing a multi-cultural cocktail 
(even if we are unaware of this); this is also part of our country’s uniqueness and the 
values which define Latvia.

The principal near-term task is to renew a true Latvia, including reconstituting a 
national elite in the economic, political and intellectual sectors. Wars, revolutions, oc-
cupations, deportations, emigration, and other perturbations of the 20th century have 
heavily scarred the elite of Latvia. One has to recall the fact that the Latvian titular na-
tion is the only one in European countries whose representatives have actually de-
creased during the 20th century, while there has been a major demographic explosion 
in the rest of the world. This dangerous demographic trend has not been reversed in 
the 21st century — due to aging of the Latvian population, low fertility, a preference for 
wealth and consumerism, as well as emigration driven by economic and psychological 
factors. The task of society and the state is to arrest this process. The reasons for con-
tinued flight of Latvians from Latvia, their choice for living in foreign parts, and how 
to encourage them to return to their homeland — have not been fully understood, nor 
have any answers been found to these issues fateful for our nation.

I should like to recall here some ideas which were expressed during the period of 
the Third Awakening:

“The future of Latvia depends only on us, on each and everyone acting together 
and individually. First of all, one has to think about the quality of the nation — both 
strong families and strong personalities, individuals that might proclaim the name of 
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our little people in a vast world; we ought to search these individuals out, educate 
them, to honour rather than to denigrate them. It is unrealistic to expect that the num-
ber of Latvians might increase to several millions. It is also unlikely that a substantial 
number of non-Latvians might choose to depart, and, perhaps, such a departure might 
not be necessary. However, strengthening the Latvian mentality, spirit, and work ethic 
is needed and necessary. (…)

The future Latvia must not only be an independent and Latvian state, but also free, 
prosperous, European, one where human dignity is respected, where the rights of the 
nation are not in conflict with individual human rights. No other Latvia is needed.”5

But any nation is characterized not only by its outstanding members, but also by 
the majority of average individuals, a middle class. The creation of the latter has been 
greatly delayed in today’s Latvia due to a number of unfavourable conditions. 

It may require generations for a fully-fledged economic and intellectual elite to 
emerge. Low self-esteem, excessive individualism, selfishness, all too prevalent scepti-
cism about one’s country, as well as jealousy and envy of the success of others, are some 
of the not-so-benign characteristics of Latvians, ones which hinder the overall pro-
gress of the nation.

A personal self-critical attitude by individuals, as well as one targeting the Latvian 
community, ought not to turn into overestimating one’s abilities or into boastful, silly 
bombast. And yet — we are not a large people, small on the global scale, but we have 
accomplished the same results as more numerous peoples! In some areas, we might 
even be regarded as a great power — in culture, in singing, in terms of choirs, the fine 
arts, the generator of exquisite coins… It is most unfortunate that Latvia has not yet 
become a major science and education country, although in some sectors it is poten-
tially capable of achieving this status. The position adopted by the state must change 
radically, and this requires not so much reforms as the public understanding and 
 financial support over and above that of the political elite, even under our present dif-
ficult circumstances.

Our country needs to develop and implement a more astute social and national 
policy, not only to respect minorities and multiculturalism in their own right, but to 
create a continuous and productive social dialogue. Societal imbalances, material ine-
qualities, a lack of solidarity, ignoring or neglecting the interests of different strata of 
society pose a threat to our independence — will Latvia be able to overcome these? To 
create a rational economy based on domestic production, to provide support to entre-
preneurs, to attract investors favourable to the national interests of Latvia, to promote 
innovation not only in words, but in deeds — these are the requirements dictated by 
the age, Forderung des Tages.

We must be on the lookout for a turning point to happen soon, because as a nation 
we are young, with healthy rural roots, possibly too slow to move and excessively pru-
dent, yet stubborn and persistent, tolerant and open to the world. “We are developing 
more broadly than deeply,” is a claim once made by the philosopher Paul Jurevičs, and 

5 Stradiņš, J. Trešā atmoda. Raksti un runas 1988.–1990. gadā Latvijā un par Latviju. Rīga: Zinātne, 1992, 
395.–396. lpp. 
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one can partly agree with this. However, Latvia has yet to fulfil its mission and, as the 
content of this collection attests, Latvia can expect to make respectable progress in 
 Europe and also globally.

In closing this introduction, I should like to recall events from the Proclamation of 
the independent Republic of Latvia 100 years ago and emphasise the mood of excite-
ment following the Act of Proclamation on 18 November 1918, where representatives 
of several political parties, including the Latvian  Social  Democratic  Workers’ Party, 
gathered in what today is the National Theatre in Riga. After reading the platform of 
the People’s Council adopted at a pre-parliamentary meeting, the Prime Minister of 
the Interim Government, Kārlis Ulmanis, outlined the problems facing the emerging 
country. He stressed:

“(…) wide-ranging and sincere engagement of all of the people is needed, as is 
their conviction that we are en route to fulfilling our longings and desires. The difficul-
ties of the tasks must not deter us. 

Our tasks will not be easy, but I am encouraged by the strength of will of the 
 people of Latvia, their perseverance and firm desire to bring to a successful conclusion 
matters which they have begun. Let us recall at this moment in time that many of our 
people have over many years nursed this, our present hopes, who have discreetly or 
openly worked to realise them and have kept alive the idea of a free Latvia in their 
hearts. We must be thankful in mentioning those who have worked to sustain an alert 
popular spirit and have made the supreme sacrifice for a free Latvia — with their lives. 
If we work in close cooperation, our relentless effort shall produce our desired result, 
and heal the wounds of war. Now that we are free and no longer await assistance and 
support from our superiors or from abroad, we shall ourselves fashion our lives. 

Fig. 3. The Second 
Session of the 
Latvian National 
Council. The 
solemn ceremony 
of Proclamation 
of the Republic of 
Latvia in the Second 
City Theatre of 
Riga. 18 November 
1918. Photograph 
by Vilis Rīdzenieks 
(LVKFFDA, 614-4)
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 Agriculture will prosper once more, as will our industry and trade, life will renew itself 
in our homeland even more brilliantly and be better than what we experienced before. 
All citizens of Latvia will be able to participate in this work and all will be able to enjoy 
the benefits associated with our independence. 

All citizens irrespective of their ethnicity are invited to help, since the rights of all 
ethnic groups shall be guaranteed in Latvia. It shall be a democratic and fair state, one 
in which there can be neither repression nor injustice.”6

This was a decisive moment in history, and the speech of K. Ulmanis sounds 
 modern. The idea of Latvia was practically unknown globally; a substantial segment of 
the population was not persuaded by the idea of an independent state, and they 
awaited invasion by the Bolsheviks, who had been joined by the Latvian riflemen. A 
positive outlook was needed, including an optimistic view of the future, an under-
standing of independent Latvia as a permanent value. This Latvia is alive and well 
today. 

6 Dunsdorfs, E. Kārļa Ulmaņa dzīve. Ceļinieks. Politiķis. Diktators. Moceklis. Tumla, Sweden: Daugava, 1978, 
122.–123. lpp. 
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Part I 

LATVIA AND LATVIANS 
IN TODAY’S WORLD





Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga

LATVIA AND THE LATVIANS AS EUROPEANS 
IN THE AGE OF GLOBALIZATION

It has become a truth universally recognized by the turn of the new millennium 
that economic and political interdependence as well as collective security have taken 
on a global scope and no nation will be an isolated island, even among those that enjoy 
geographical insularity. This will be all the more true for the smaller and less powerful 
nations, and will certainly apply to a country like Latvia, whose fate will be inextricably 
bound up with that of Europe — for better or for worse. Europe, in turn, in addition to 
its own internal turmoil and instabilities, will be increasingly tossed and turned by all 
the convulsions — economic, financial, social and military that its neighbourhood will 
be undergoing, not to mention all that happens in the wider world, again — both for 
good and ill. 

Whatever the global turn of events, the specific hopes and aims of any nation will 
remain fundamentally unchanged. Every country looks forward to still being around 
at least for the foreseeable future, hopefully with its borders intact and its sovereignty 
preserved. Every country looks forward to peace and social stability, harmony among 
its inhabitants, and growth and development in its economy and welfare. While hop-
ing for universal acceptance of global goals such as those periodically brought up to 
date by the United Nations, each country also hopes to maintain a historical continuity 
with its past and preserve its language and culture, just like the nonmaterial heritage of 
humanity that UNESCO has been cataloguing and defending. That is why the Euro-
pean Union has formally enshrined in its treaties the acceptance of diversity as much 
as the need for mutual solidarity and enhanced cooperation. It is a great pity that even 
this very broad framework was judged to be insufficient by British voters in the 24 June 
2016 referendum, in which they opted for leaving the European Union. The EU will be 
the poorer for it, and it is not certain that the UK will be better off either.

The real-life advantages enjoyed by larger countries as against smaller ones, or by 
richer ones over the poorest, need not necessarily be perceived as a threat to the sur-
vival of the smallest or poorest as sovereign nations. Quite the contrary, the presence 
of strong nations within any union or alliance can help their continued existence as 
demographically recognizable and distinct entities, able to survive the fierce economic 
competitiveness of a globalized world and able to preserve at least some aspects of 
their cultural distinctiveness within an increasingly cosmopolitan sea of humanity. 
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The obviously privileged role in world affairs of the biggest and weightiest of states 
only requires that such major players consent to take into account the views, needs 
and interests of their smaller neighbours. These are the principles that have led to the 
creation of the United Nations, and only the anachronistic structure of the permanent 
Security Council has prevented that body from achieving more than it has. These same 
principles also underlie the whole architecture of the European project that led to the 
EU in its present form, and they seemed to have served the continent well until recent 
winds of discontent started to spread the seeds of retrenchment, resentment, and de-
liberately cultivated xenophobia. Populistic politicians, who feed on the fears of people 
for their own welfare and pander to narrowly local interests, indirectly put into ques-
tion the historically hard-won concepts of universal rights and justice. In a world that 
is inevitably made up of the interplay of conflicting interests, sound politics must seek 
an equilibrium between the ideal and the possible, while a Realpolitik that is overtly 
cynical and self-centred is usually short-sighted as well and ultimately leads to more 
Pyrrhic victories than ones with lasting benefits.

The history of Latvia offers many sad reminders of how dangerous it can be to be 
geographically situated at the cross-roads between blocs of larger powers. Yet nations 
are not necessarily the mere pawns of a benevolent or malevolent fate, that is, help-
lessly dependent on what others do and on what happens in the world around them. 
Small nations can and do take advantage of sometimes very small windows of histori-
cal opportunity to take significant steps to improve their fate and direct their des-
tiny — much to the surprise if not the outright distress of their larger neighbours. The 
history of Latvia is a case in point, for none of the generally accepted preconditions for 
the survival of the Latvian people, or for the creation of a Latvian nation-state, would 
seem to have been in place. In every possible way, the odds seemed against them. And 
yet they prevailed, against internal odds as well as external ones, just like certain indi-
viduals manage to reach great heights of achievement even under social conditions so 
adverse that they might have been expected to crush them.

The acceptance of concepts of universal law, order, and justice has evolved very 
gradually throughout history and continues to advance in fits and starts to this day. It 
has had as much of an uphill struggle as the acceptance of individual human rights, 
many aspects of which (such as complete gender equality) are still hotly contested in 
even the most democratic of countries. On a planetary scale, there has not been a 
 single decade of the 20th century that has not experienced some appalling throw-backs 
to barbarity in more than one place in the world. At the same time, world-wide eco-
nomic and technological progress as well as the information revolution and the spread 
of social media have also shown an undeniable convergence in the understanding of 
what are and remain the ideals that much of humankind holds in common. These are, 
quite simply, the freedom of nations from foreign oppression or autochthonous tyr-
anny as well as the freedom of individuals within each society to live their lives accord-
ing to the dictates of their own conscience (it being taken for granted that such 
freedoms must refrain from harming those of others). Within this broad framework, a 
long list of more specific requirements can be formulated: the rule of law, freedom of 
movement, assembly, and expression, social and economic justice, pluralism and toler-



31

ance as essential components of democratic systems. Good governance is presumed to 
go automatically hand in hand with free elections and a multi-party system, but in 
practice it always remains under the real threat of incompetence, internal dissensions, 
corruption, nepotism, tribalism, corporatism or out and out failure of the political sys-
tem and its interpenetration by the world of organized crime, which has increasingly 
become international and globalized, just like the world economy.

In this introductory essay, as a prelude to Latvia as a case study such as presented 
in succeeding scholarly chapters, I should like to place the specifically Latvian chal-
lenges and dilemmas within a very broad historical context, with special emphasis on 
Europe. This will bring us to a general and admittedly cursory examination of a variety 
of concepts (and even clichés) that have become an integral part of contemporary po-
litical discourse. Needless to say, the opinions expressed here are strictly personal and 
must in no way be seen as representing the official position of the country. They will 
also be presented in a simply discursive mode, without recourse to the scholarly appa-
ratus of footnotes and references.

On the birth of new nations

The 20th century has entered history with the birth of a record number of new na-
tion-states, several of which, including Latvia, even had the dubious privilege of being 
born twice. The first wave of nation creation came after the First World War and the 
collapse of four major empires: the Austro-Hungarian, the Ottoman, the recently cre-
ated Prussian, and the three centuries-old Tsarist Empire. In Europe this centrifugal 
movement was ideologically founded on the concept of the rights of nations to self-
determination, which US President Woodrow Wilson had brought as one of the points 
in the declaration he was to present at the Congress of Versailles after the First World 
War. He received a hero’s welcome in Europe because of it, which somewhat startled 
him, for he had not expected such mass enthusiasm for this idea. Indeed the concept 
(originally put forth by Aristide Briand), if literally applied, became a bit of an embar-
rassment for US foreign policy, as well as others. Thus, when the time came for the 
newly declared Republic of Latvia to seek diplomatic recognition from the US, the 
Americans were by no means the first ones to officially offer their support. The fact 
that they eventually did is what really matters, yet the ambivalence toward these newly-
born European nations has deep historical roots and has not entirely disappeared to 
this date. Again and again, there are direct or indirect references in political discourse 
to a distinction between “Old” European nations and “New”. Such labelling may take 
on emotionally positive overtones in some situations, as it did in the legendary quip of 
US Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld in the spring of 2003. More often than not, 
it may subtly imply that the Old ones are morally and practically superior to the New, 
and definitely more legitimate and important in some undefined, but self-evident way. 
As late as in 2015, both European think-tanks and journalists might nostalgically refer 
to the times when Eastern and Central European candidate countries were content to 
play the bons élèves in the school of the European Commission, did what they were 
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told, and did not spout pronouncements that might look politically incorrect in the 
eyes of more liberally inclined Europeans.

Such prejudices (for that is what they are) are all the more subtle for having deeper 
historical roots. To take one example among others: the Second World War, the inde-
pendence of Poland as well as that of the Baltic States was perceived as just part of the 
“artificial dictates of the unjust Treaty of Versailles” among much of German public 
opinion. The Reichswehr was quite ready to collaborate closely with the Red Army 
until 1933, so that the secret protocol of the Hitler–Stalin (a.k.a. Molotov–Ribbentrop) 
Pact of 1939 logically followed in the footsteps of these earlier agreements. But this at-
titude has not entirely disappeared into the dustbin of history. When asked about pub-
lic attitudes in contemporary Germany toward recent events in Ukraine, Gerd Koenen, 
the author of a 2005 book, claims that for Germans, Ukraine remains as largely a blank 
spot on their mental map of Europe, with Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia, in spite of 
being members of the EU and NATO, not lagging far behind. Yet it was not that long 
ago that the Wehrmacht knew well enough the path to these countries when it came to 
rolling over them with its war machine during the Second World War. The present-day 
collective amnesia toward this part of Europe is thus rather curious, to say the least. 
When, in 2015, the German Chancellor boldly declared “Wir schaffen es” as far as tak-
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ing on an unlimited number of new refugees, the German media suddenly remem-
bered Eastern Europe as a collectively labelled entity, when several Central and Eastern 
European countries expressed reservations about the wisdom and practicality of so 
broad an open-door policy. The ungratefulness and lack of solidarity of Eastern Euro-
peans with the rest of the Union was then widely and tearfully deplored and it seemed 
as if the refugee crisis had become another political wedge to split the EU in a new way 
of cleavage.

Whether newly born or reborn, no nation-state should ever be denigrated as a mere 
accident of history, as is too often the case. Its birth usually comes after decades and 
even centuries of painful and even bloody striving and constitutes a response to the le-
gitimate claims of its people for freedom from foreign oppression, the right to govern 
their own fate, sovereignty over their territory, and the possibility to be distinct, sepa-
rate, particular and in some sense — unique. There are thus significant conceptual par-
allels between the forces that drive nation creation and those that have been working 
toward an ever broadening understanding and acceptance of individual human rights. 
Decolonization became conceivable only long after slavery had been abolished and rac-
ism only became truly unacceptable in the USA nearly two decades after the spectacular 
defeat of Nazi Germany, and the universal condemnation of concepts of racial purity. 
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Throughout the history of Europe, there has been a constant interplay between the 
heights of the best that progressive humanity has been able to achieve and the depths 
of the cruelty and depravity to which it can sink. Europe, along with America, was a 
light unto the world during the Age of Enlightenment, but 20th century Europe also 
sank into slavish adherence to two of the most inhuman ideologies ever invented — 
Communism and Nazism. It must be remembered that these were not just movements 
that appealed to the impoverished, unwashed, and uneducated masses. It is truly re-
vealing, for instance, to reread the writings of the French intellectuals and writers of 
the 1920s and 1930s — arguably the best educated and most civilized minds of their 
time — where servile and sycophantic hymns in praise of the Great Leader Stalin (by 
the French Left) appeared cheek by jowl with equally fervid hymns to the Great Leader 
Hitler (by the French Right of its time). Quite obviously, neither high IQ, nor great eru-
dition, nor refined tastes in art are sufficient to ensure plain common sense and con-
tact with reality (never mind wisdom, which would be too much to ask). The mass 
slaughter of the Second World War at the front, the indiscriminate bombing of histori-
cal monuments and civilians as well as the industrial-scale murder or displacement of 
entire ethnic groups and populations was surely unworthy of Europe as the cradle of 
modern civilization. The mass hypnosis that led to it was followed by a rude awaken-
ing, unfortunately only for those who lost the war or nearly lost it. Nazis and their 
sympathisers and collaborators were shot, hanged, imprisoned, and shamed in Ger-
many, Italy, Japan, France, Norway, and elsewhere, but communist ideology reaped the 
laurels of victory along with the Allies. Stalin, one of the most blood-thirsty tyrants 
that the world had ever seen, played the role of peasant simpleton so masterfully at the 
Yalta and Teheran conferences, that Western leaders including terminally ill Franclin 
Roosevelt handed him half of the European continent practically on a platter. It is a 
mercy that they did so only de facto, maintaining constant their non-recognition of the 
illegal annexation of the three Baltic States in 1940. 

The Second World War was truly a World war, with the USA, Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand, North Africa, and the Middle East drawn into it, as well as large 
parts of Asia — Japan, Korea, China, and the Philippines. When it ended, the world 
remained ideologically split in two. Western countries were left free to solidify their 
democratic governance, regardless of which side they had been on during the war. 
The former aggressors — a devastated Germany and Japan, as well as a poverty-
stricken Italy, seized the opportunity to rebuild democratic and remarkably pro sperous 
countries on distinctly sounder bases than before, while a number of Central and 
Eastern European countries, such as small, neutral Latvia, that had wanted absolutely 
no part in the quarrels between their neighbours, were treated as conquered enemies 
by the USSR and submitted to merciless decades of communist rule and Rus si fication. 

The Second Wave

A second major wave of the birth of new nations came after the end of the War 
and spread across the world during the successive decades of European decoloniza-
tion. This, together with the damages inflicted by the war, resulted in gradually erod-
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ing the international might of former colonial empires such as Great Britain and 
France, or countries with economically significant colonies such as the Netherlands 
and Belgium. During that same period, the whole Eastern half of Europe remained 
split off from the rest of the world by truly an Iron Curtain, under the grip of Soviet 
hegemony and under submission to communist totalitarianism as interpreted by the 
dictates of the Kremlin. The period of the so-called Cold War became one of undis-
guised confrontation of the USSR with Western powers and an arms race that included 
a massive dislocation of Red Army troops and the installation of intercontinental bal-
listic missiles on the territory of occupied Latvia among many others. Europe became 
clearly dependent on the USA for its security, while at the same time resenting this de-
pendency, with anti-American feelings being carefully and assiduously cultivated by 
the European Left — either openly, or under the guise of pacifism. The Soviet Union, 
for its part, continued its messianic ideological mission, stoking revolutionary fires 
wherever it could in the Third World and gaining a foothold of influence in several 
nations that had become recently free of colonial rule. 

While Western Europe was licking the wounds of its war-time and colonial losses, 
it was also undergoing radical changes and a deep re-evaluation of its political think-
ing. A new understanding of the interdependency between nations was reached with 
the Schuman declaration, which planted the ideological seed from which the Euro-
pean Union in its current shape has sprouted and grown. The newly democratic lead-
ers of Europe did have the sense and the vision of a common path that was based on 
solidarity rather than competition and conflict. This led to a slow evolution of step-by-
step changes, developing a Europe that had the potential of being a true world leader, 
rather than just a loose conglomerate of economically more or less prosperous states. 
Even though much could be said about the effectiveness or lack of it of the institution-
alized framework that was built up in the service of this ideal, yet the very fact that it is 
there is already a significant achievement. 

As the second millennium drew to a close, the Cold War was suddenly over and 
with it — or so it seemed — gone was the threat of major military confrontation and 
the hovering possibility of a world-wide nuclear conflict. Western-style democracy 
and capitalism had shown their superiority over communism almost without a shot 
being fired, free markets would create prosperity where planned economies had pat-
ently failed to do so, Fukuyama and his notoriously premature “end of history” became 
a household name, the USSR had disappeared, the USA was triumphant, and the new 
millennium loomed full of hope for a world that would keep getting better and better. 
This unexpected turn of events was the cause for both elation and dismay, in various 
proportions, especially in Western Europe, which was now faced with a serious re-
evaluation of its former economic and political positions. 

The fall of communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe and the release of 
formerly captive nations after the unexpected and spectacular dissolution of the Soviet 
Union in 1991 ushered in a third tidal wave of the birth or rebirth of nations. The Ber-
lin Wall came down, East and West Germany were reunited, the Iron Curtain was no 
more, and the countries held captive behind it wanted Eastern and Western Europe to 
be reunited as well. A truly new Europe needed to be constructed, which would mean 
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great efforts to change for the East, but some inevitable adjustments for the West as 
well. Some quite unashamedly looked back with nostalgia on the period of the Cold 
War, when America was not the sole hegemon in the world, but the Soviet Union was 
supposedly a welcome counterpoise to American dominance (welcome, that is, to 
those who were happily living outside the direct zone of Soviet influence).

The end of the Cold War helped the European Union grow from a set of 12 na-
tions to a group of 15, with staunchly non-allied countries — Finland, Sweden and 
Austria — deciding to join such a fold after all. It was only a matter of time before 
those countries of the former Eastern bloc that were judged ready for it would also be 
admitted, and this did indeed happen, starting with the “Big Bang” of enlargement 
with ten new members in 2004. This openness was a true gesture of European solidar-
ity, healing as it did the last wounds torn in the flesh of Europe by the Second World 
War and restoring to millions of Europeans the rights and opportunities of which they 
had been deprived for so long. Yet, obviously, half a century of living under different 
regimes had left its mark on both sides. Just like the inhabitants of the former DDR did 
not instantly metamorphose into clones of West Germans overnight, neither could it 
be expected that all newest members of the EU would instantly morph into carbon 
copies of Western Europeans. The years in-between had left their mark, which for 
many from the East was in fact a heavy psychological burden, composed of the accu-
mulated effects of past oppression, injustice, and the atmosphere of lies, hypocrisy, and 
betrayal that had so long been part of their lives. It was already an achievement that all 
of them could agree to live together under the same rules of the acquis communau-
taire.

For half a century, Europeans had been living with two different major narratives 
of history, one distinctly more simplistic and deliberately mendacious than the other, 
but both of them one-sided and incomplete. The ideologically inconvenient “blank 
spaces” that were a defining part of Soviet historiography, were not altogether absent 
from Western historiography as well. Not only was the fate of Eastern Europe since 
the Second World War passed under silence in a large majority of Western history 
books, but even parts of its geography were deliberately blanked out in some coun-
tries, for fear of annoying or embarrassing the Soviet Union. Thus generations of 
post-war Swedish school-children grew up in the full conviction that the territories 
straight across the Baltic Sea from them were uniformly inhabited only by Russians. It 
was taken for granted that all Soviet subjects automatically had to be considered as 
“Russians”, and the occupation and annexation of the three Baltic States was best 
passed under silence. This was cleverly done by redrawing the maps of Northern 
 Europe such that the legend was pasted right over the territory where Estonia, Latvia, 
and Lithuania were located, thus indirectly accepting their disappearance, in spite 
of  officially documented government declarations of the non-recognition of their 
 annexation. 

These deliberately cultivated blind spots have left lasting effects on the cognitive 
maps of Europe that many Europeans still carry in their heads. When trying to under-
stand the particular challenges that Latvia and the Latvians will be facing in the future, 
we evidently have to ground them in a sound understanding of their current situation 
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and future prospects. Equally important is the perception that Latvia’s partners in 
 Europe may have of it: how exact or distorted, how coherent rather than fragmentary, 
how sympathetic rather than hostile. As Latvians try to develop ever new strategies for 
adapting to a changing world, they will necessarily do so according to the best under-
standing that they have developed to date, encompassing the full scope of their history. 
But all of Europe needs a more balanced and more complete understanding of where 
we all come from. We have to appreciate the tortuous paths that have ultimately led to 
our common European goals and values, so that all of us may defend the best princi-
ples that Europeans have collectively developed. 

The cognitive maps of Europe and of the world that we Europeans hold in our 
minds exert a powerful influence on both attitudes and behaviours. This has important 
consequences for the solidarity between European nations. It has especially serious 
consequences for countries like Latvia, which for historical reasons have simply been 
absent from both the physical and mental maps of Europe, while other countries and 
their inhabitants marched proudly through history as clearly labelled and recognized 
separate entities. The absence of name recognition can be as devastating to a country 
as to the sale of a product or the success of a political campaign. One can hardly expect 
great sympathy and solidarity with something that remains basically an unknown 
quantity. It is thus no small matter for the future of Latvia, in what contexts its name 
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comes to the attention of its closest partners — the rest of the European Union. In a 
world where mass media consider that good news is no news, but bad news sells, it is 
obvious that conquering a legitimate space in the mental world of one’s fellow Europe-
ans will continue to be an uphill battle for small countries like Latvia. They have quite 
a task of image-building ahead of them, along with developing narratives that are hon-
est and true with respect to objective reality, yet might elicit sympathy and understand-
ing, rather than cold indifference or supercilious reproof.

Even more serious than the more or less openly ambivalent Western attitudes to-
ward this unexpectedly enlarged EU has been the reaction in Russia to its changed 
geo political position. In the West, it had been rather taken for granted that the natural 
advantages of the capitalist world and of democracy would be equally appreciated by 
all who had been liberated from the yoke of communism. The sudden possibility of 
acquiring individual wealth was certainly enthusiastically exploited, even if this wealth 
was often achieved by plundering state assets. The disappearance of strict controls over 
foreign travel as well as the possibility of acquiring prime real estate anywhere in the 
world were also appreciated and taken advantage of by a vast army of post-communist 
nouveaux riches, especially from Russia. What did not change in the understanding of 
many, was the nostalgia for the perceived advantages of the so-called bi-lateral world 
equilibrium between East and West. For many in Russia, notably its President, 
Vladimir Putin, the fall of the USSR had been the “greatest geo-political tragedy of the 
20th century”. What he meant, was that Russia, even though still a country of vast 
 territory and equally vast natural resources, was no longer the fearsome giant that the 
USSR had been for many decades. Even though the Soviet Union had consisted of 15 
so-called republics and numerous “autonomous” regions, it had become a common-
place to identify this vast Empire as “Russia”, implicitly accepting it as a direct descend-
ant of the defunct Tsarist Empire. When a whole ring of newly-born or reborn nation-
states declared their independence from the Soviet Union, many in Russia saw this as a 
blow to Russian might, supremacy and prestige, which in some sense it was. Not only 
that, but many in the West agreed with this view and felt that the hurt sensibilities of 
Russians were an unfortunate and most undesirable result of the freedom gained by 
what they too considered as upstart nations.

It was an easy and smooth transition for Russian leaders from the xenophobia and 
sense of missionary martyrdom that had been cultivated under Soviet propaganda to a 
new revanchist narrative of Russians having been wronged, robbed of their privileges 
as “the master race” that took sole credit for the 1917 Revolution, and surrounded by a 
ring of “ungrateful” countries that had renounced the smothering embrace of Mother 
Russia. As president Putin so dramatically put it to the author in a private conversa-
tion: “They went to sleep in one country and awoke in another, where most of them 
were considered as strangers and were submitted to the humiliation of going through a 
process of naturalization”. The process of naturalization, certainly in Latvia, was obvi-
ously meant as a means of post-Soviet social integration, and there was no objective 
need for anybody to feel humiliated by it (even though evincing an elementary know-
ledge of the local language was considered an inconvenience by many potential candi-
dates).
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In a remarkably clever appropriation of the concept of human rights, which had 
become a sacrosanct pillar of Western democracy, the newly independent nations that 
had survived half a century of oppression by the central power in the Kremlin, far 
from receiving sympathy for the injustices and repression they had endured, now 
found themselves accused by many fellow Europeans of being prejudiced Russian-hat-
ers and extreme nationalists, who were woefully oppressing the poor “Russian-speak-
ing minorities” within their territories. As a public speaker in many lands, the author 
continues to this day to get a question or two from the audience along these lines. In 
sharp contrast to this, no concern is ever heard about physical and psychological reha-
bilitation for those who had been exiled to Siberia as children, tortured, imprisoned or 
officially repressed only for being Latvian, or because their parents or grandparents 
had “an inappropriate biography”. Before they knew what hit them, the liberated vic-
tims were turned into undemocratic oppressors, just for trying to recover — as did the 
Latvians — the long-lost rights of Latvian as the official language of their country. 
What was conveniently forgotten was that everybody had been forced to be a Russian 
speaker within the borders of the former USSR, so that the whole concept of “Russian-
speaking minorities” was a literal nonsense. Fully 25 years after the collapse of the 
 Soviet Union, Russian is still freely used in the public domain within all of its former 
territories, regardless of whether it is an official language or not. 

One may well wonder — and many in Latvia certainly did — how such a quick 
metamorphosis of the oppressed into oppressors could be so readily achieved and so 
quickly adopted by the democratic members of the Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). Suffice it to say that it was and most successfully so. 
Whereas after the October Revolution of 1917, the newly independent parliamentary 
Latvian Republic of 1918 was labelled by Russia “a stronghold of bourgeois reaction-
aries” and “a country of boot-licking lackeys of Western Imperialism”, the renewed 
Republic of 1991 was quickly labelled by the propaganda of the new Russia as a re-
fuge of “extreme nationalists”, a place where human rights were transgressed and the 
poor Russian-speaking minority grievously oppressed. 

Along with the warmth of sympathies for Russia and the coolness of those toward 
its former captives, it came as a great surprise to many in Latvia, as well as other newly 
liberated countries, to discover the virulent anti-American feelings of so many West-
ern Europeans (Britons being among the most visible exceptions). What about the 
support of America to France in the First World War, what about the role of Ameri-
cans in liberating Western Europe at the end of the Second World War, their massive 
support for the millions of political refugees of the time and the role of the Marshall 
plan in European economic recovery? In contrast to that, left-over leftist sympathies 
toward the Kremlin were deeply ingrained and wide-spread, no matter what the expe-
rience of the rampages of the victorious Red Army after the War, no matter how 
 devastating the testimonials of communist atrocities in the countries ruled by them, 
no matter how damning the revelations of the breadth of Soviet spy networks in all 
Western countries. They certainly become less widespread and more subdued after 
1991, but they were never completely extinguished. Paradoxically, such sympathies 
were equally strong within the extreme Right as within the extreme Left of the Euro-
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pean political spectrum and were even stronger among mega-capitalists looking for 
new profits than among the formerly indoctrinated working classes. When, after the 
deeply traumatic terrorist attacks of 9/11, the American War on terror eventually led 
to the invasion of Iraq in 2003, Europe was deeply divided in its reaction to it, 
 between Rumsfeld’s Old Europe as against the New, whom President Jacques Chirac 
famously reproached with “having missed the opportunity to remain silent”. “New 
Europe”, or at least its political leaders, did support the Americans, out of a sheer 
 instinct for survival, convinced that only America would unhesitatingly and uncon-
ditionally stand up for them if their security were once again to be threatened by 
Russia. That America simply accepted the invasion of Georgia in 2008 and could do 
little beyond economic sanctions after the invasion and annexation of Crimea dra-
matically demonstrated a shift in the balance of world power between East and West. 
Ever since the end of the Olympic Games in Sochi, Russia has become more and more 
stridently aggressive, its planes and submarines engage in dangerous stunts of brinks-
manship and a massive gathering of troops and heavy armaments is built up along its 
western  borders.

The new EU and its neighbours

The world of 2016 is as different from the world of 2004 as that world was from 
the world of 1991. The rate of change has been accelerating and dramatic new chal-
lenges now face Europe — both “Old” and “New” — and it is by no means clear how 
the never-ending crises will be resolved. The transatlantic financial crash of 2008, the 
economic recession that followed, the loss of trust in banks as well as governments was 
serious enough by itself. The inability of Greece to handle the size of its national debt, 
and the North-South tensions linked to attempts to resolve this problem, put the very 
survival of the euro-zone into question. Massive youth unemployment has become 
chronic in most parts of Southern Europe, in spite of an alarming demographic decline 
in the size of populations. Most serious of all, the unprecedented number of refugees 
flooding into Southern Europe and beyond in 2015 and 2016 has not just strained 
available infrastructures and resources, but has created a political and emotional back-
lash that is bound to have lasting consequences. Many of the most basic tenets of lib-
eral democracy are increasingly put into question, and the revival of calls for the pro-
tection of national interests has become hopelessly confused with right-wing 
extremism, chauvinism and Neo-Nazism. Anti-European feelings toward a “Brussels” 
seen as unjustly imposing its excessively liberal values on more conservatively minded 
member states, paradoxically echo some of the rhetoric of the Putin  regime as new-
born and self-declared champion of traditional Christian values. Worse still — the 
depth of anti-European feeling demonstrated by the success of the “exit” vote in the 
United Kingdom 2016 referendum only encourages similarly centrifugal and xeno-
phobic attitudes on the Continent, at the same time fanning internal dis sensions and 
pitting Scotland against England, the young against the old, the more  educated against 
those less so and even the City of London against the countryside around it.
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The ability of the European Union to accept the reunification of Germany and to 
accept into its fold a significant number of post-communist countries was long taken 
as the prototype for the EU as an agent of change. As a result, the surrounding neigh-
bourhood of the EU was also expected to gradually switch over to European-styles of 
democratic governance. Countries like Latvia, situated as they are on the outer perim-
eter of the EU, were from the start active supporters of such a policy. Instead of ever 
deepening democracy, however, governance in this neighbourhood has become 
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 increasingly dysfunctional and a number have slipped into outright armed conflict. 
The annexation of Crimea and invasion of parts of Ukraine by Russia causes fears of 
similar sorties toward other countries. The popular revolutions of the Arab Spring 
have wilted either into chaos or into renewals of strict authoritarianism, whether mili-
tary or pseudo-religious. The admittedly ill-advised invasion of Iraq has replaced 
Saddam Hussein as a bloody dictator by the even bloodier and barbaric ISIL (Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant) in large parts of Iraq and Syria, while the toppling of 
Muammar Gaddafi in Libya did not lead to democracy, but to a failed state and a 
haven for jihadists, human traffickers and international organized crime. Ever new 
conflicts between religious sects or tribes flare up in the MENA (Middle East and 
North Africa) region and the Sahel, ever new well-organized, and well-funded terror-
ist bodies attract a huge following from many lands by actively promoting terrorism as 
a major reason for their existence. 

Last, but by no means least — how is Europe to absorb and integrate a flow of refu-
gees that has reached the million mark by the end of 2015 and is predicted to keep 
steadily increasing in the future? The road to hell is paved with good intentions. Just 
how are the good intentions of Europe as a place of universal refuge to be realised and 
how is Europe going to fulfil in practice the huge expectations that have been created? 
The outer borders of the EU need a collective effort at being strengthened; the Schen-
gen zone has to find new ways of preserving the advantages it has been offering to 
member countries. The “exit” vote in the British referendum is but the last in an accu-
mulation of major problems and challenges, all of which are placing a severe strain on 
the European project such as it was envisaged a mere ten years ago. It has also created 
a disturbing precedent, which will put to the test the resolve of the remaining 27 to 
continue working together for the greater good of all. 

During the naïvely populist days of ten years ago, the most that Western Europe 
could complain about were the fears of local labour from competition by the mythical 
“Polish plumber”. Now it is anyone whatever from Central or Easter Europe whom 
British xenophobes are openly asking to pack their bags. Long forgotten are the days 
when Germany placed a seven-year moratorium on free immigration from the new 
members of the European Union, with the universally accepted argument that it could 
not possibly handle too large an influx of people from them. Where the doors were 
once prudently closed to fellow Europeans, they now seem wide open to anybody from 
outside the continent. Paled into insignificance now seem such post-enlargement dis-
putes as that between the Latvian construction firm “Laval” and the labour unions of 
Sweden with their special national privileges. Great Britain has voted a full denial of all 
four freedoms that form the backbone of EU principles. What happened to the EU 
that ten new nations joined on 1 May 2004 — an economic giant at the time that only 
needed some fine-tuning of its cooperation mechanisms before becoming a political 
giant as well? There is no doubt that the pendulum of historical change has swung 
back again, between the eternally competing forces of fragmentation as opposed to 
unification.
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National identity and the cohesion of nations

The centrifugal forces that had so dramatically redrawn the map of Europe at the 
beginning of the 20th century, after the Congress of Versailles, were replaced by the 
centripetal force of attraction of the European Union, which took on its current form 
as it entered the last decade of the same century. No sooner had nations recovered 
their full sovereignty after the collapse of the Soviet Union and its satellite communist 
regimes, than they stood ready to relinquish some parts of it — not by being forced to, 
not by being threatened, but simply from a desire to achieve what Western Europe had 
managed to accomplish during half a century of peace, collaboration and a respect for 
human rights and the rule of law. Yet no sooner had they managed to be integrated 
into the centre, than new centrifugal forces came into play again, often from unex-
pected sources, within both Old Europe and New. The “Brexit” vote in the UK has 
dealt a blow to visions of ever increasing European integration, unleashed a wave of 
hate-crimes in its own country and given great encouragement to xenophobes and in-
sularists everywhere.

For one thing, the start of the new millennium has shown that the world-wide 
process of nation building is far from over. New nations continue to join the United 
Nations and even within the European Union, separatist movements such as calls for 
the independence of Catalonia and Scotland have taken on a much more serious turn 
than was the case in preceding decades. In this, the independence granted to Kosovo 
has set a precedent in more ways than one, including the serious gap between EU 
countries that recognized the new country and those, like Spain, that did not. These 
centrifugal movements put into question the most central tenets of what constitutes a 
nation-state, namely, that regional differences, no more than differences in ethnicity, 
language or religion, should prevent individuals from identifying themselves as equal 
citizens of any given country. In this the modern nation-state, with its apparatus of 
democratic governance and the panoply of services that it offers to citizens in return 
for their taxes, may be seen as a direct descendant of the feudal system, where loyalty 
and tribute to a liege lord — duke, archduke, emperor or king — is due in exchange for 
security, order, justice, and prosperity (at least for the privileged parts of the popula-
tion). For centuries, no importance whatsoever was accorded to either the homo-
geneity or the lack of it among the population. Even geographical propinquity was long 
held as an irrelevant consideration. Thus, the King of Spain might at various times rule 
over the Low Countries, parts of Southern Italy, and parts of South America, while 
India became the finest jewel in Queen Victoria’s crown. The Roman Empire had been 
an even earlier model for this, where slaves, peasants, merchants, city-dwellers, sol-
diers, and civil servants alike were bound in loyalty to the supreme authority and sub-
mitted to its edicts, but might have been allowed various degrees of freedom in terms 
of their language, religion, and social practices. 

This early form of relative tolerance changed when the Holy Roman Empire 
adopted Christianity as its official religion and certainly during the Crusades, when all 
conquered peoples were either forcibly converted to Christianity or killed. By the time 
European colonialism spread to other continents, however, full evangelisation of the 
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local populations was found to be so difficult, that many of them were left to their own 
devices and customs after the first period of purges following a conquest. Similarly, 
local languages were allowed to survive as they might, and interaction with the autho-
rities might be left in the hands of a limited number of bilinguals, as was the case with 
the Conquistadors of Central and South America. Closer to home, however, local 
populations were bound to adapt the religion, if not always the language and customs 
of their rulers. The Reformation introduced a North-South divide within Europe that 
was resurrected in unexpected ways during the Greek crisis, while Russia still plays the 
card of spiritual affinity with Orthodox Christians in countries once part of Byzan-
tium. Curious pockets of local customs and culture remain in Europe as remnants of 
once feudal alliances or inheritances. Thus the whole district of Alsunga in Western 
Latvia converted to Catholicism when its German-speaking and Protestant master 
married a rich heiress from Poland and this island of Catholicism within a surround-
ing sea of Protestantism has remained to this day a valued particularity of the local 
identity and culture of this district. 

The stability that the strong arm of the state is able to offer has ever been seen as a 
precondition to peace and its attendant prosperity, but it is only in modern democratic 
countries that rigid caste systems have disappeared, giving place to a social hierarchy 
in which social mobility is at least theoretically possible and power, prestige, and social 
class increasingly become a direct function of the accumulation of capital and the ac-
quisition of wealth.

Historically, the social glue that held both city-states and nation-states together 
derived first of all from respect for legitimacy and authority, with equally severe pen-
alties for criminal deviancy and sedition or treason. Good citizens, on principle, 
might hope to feel free from arbitrary persecution so long as they followed social 
mores and legal prescriptions. This provided a sense of relative security as well as 
moral satisfaction, ultimately leading to an emotional feeling of belonging to a wider 
group. The scope and size of this reference group, however, as well as its main identi-
fying characteristics, varied over a wide range of possibilities. The range of relevant 
parameters that contribute to social cohesion and identity could be as narrow as see-
ing oneself as being an inhabitant of the local village or as wide as being a citizen of a 
modern nation-state, with various overlapping aspects of ethnicity, language, region, 
caste, tribe, religion or sect contributing to the mix of multi-layered identities. In bor-
derline regions, where neighbouring populations mingle and identities overlap, barely 
a century ago an illiterate peasant of Latgale, the Eastern region of Latvia, for example, 
might answer the question about his or her nationality, by saying: “I am a Catholic”. 
Within this  historical perspective, it is hardly surprising to find that a large propor-
tion of citizens of the EU do not feel particularly “European” in any deeply meaning-
ful way, but cling instead to traditionally better-established groups of reference, be 
they national or regional. Both historical and pseudo-historical or mythical points of 
reference and identification play a crucial role in shaping social identification and 
loyalty. Thus what claim, on the surface, to represent deep theological differences be-
tween Sunni and Shiia Muslims in the MENA region and beyond, actually originate 
in a centuries-old quarrel about who should be the heir to the original Caliphate. As a 
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source of social and military conflict for the past several decades, they seem to owe 
rather less to theology and more to the distribution of power, wealth and resources 
between tribes and ethnic groups belonging to either side. Group identity is thus a 
double-edged sword, where either of the two extremes may lead to conflict rather 
than cohesion: excessive identification with one’s in-group, on the one hand, against 
the total rootless ness found in many modern cities, beset by anomie, social indiffer-
ence, and political  nihilism.

Social class identity and social cohesion

Much has been made in European discourse about nationalism and regionalism as 
belonging to the right-wing part of the political spectrum, with internationalism and 
cosmopolitanism as belonging to the left. Yet when one looks at the distribution of 
wealth and privilege in modern European societies, it becomes obvious that it is inter-
national business and finance that represents the actual right wing, while the local 
(national or regional) labour force looks rather to the Marxist Left (or the local Labour 
party) for its political affiliation. Social class differences continue to play a significant 
role in individual identification formation as well as in social cohesion.

In an ideally stable and cohesive society, the “good citizen” should also be a happy 
citizen, exhibiting an appreciation (if not outright gratitude), for a just society where 
the rule of law affords at least a minimum of respect for the dignity of every individual. 
In practice, this is never achieved, for the simple reason that no society has ever been 
entirely homogeneous, be it in terms of access to resources, social privileges, legal 
rights, or standards of living. In giving global evaluations of various periods of history 
in various countries, there is always a witting or unwitting concentration on the spe-
cific situation of only parts of society. Thus the Age of industrialization in the United 
Kingdom is frequently described as an era of technical progress, rapid modernization, 
the continued rise of the wealthy middle class, and the slow erosion of inborn class 
privileges. Writers like Charles Dickens or painters like William Hogarth, however, 
might depict the same period as one of the increasingly inhuman plight of the lower 
classes who laboured under appalling conditions in the industrial slums of London or 
Manchester, which were a breeding ground for contagious diseases, alcoholism, and 
prostitution due to extreme poverty. As has been pointed out by numerous authors, it 
is surely no accident that Karl Marx came to his Communist Manifesto precisely 
 because of his acquaintance with the glaring gap of class differences of 19th century 
Britain. Surprisingly, even in supposedly bucolic, health-conscious, and prosperous 
Switzer land, a Swiss general practitioner of the early 20th century published a striking 
indictment of the plight of the working class in Zurich and other Swiss cities, where 
she noted a disproportionate rate of serious and contagious illnesses among the work-
ers as opposed to the rest of the population. 

Long before Marx and his concept of class struggle, we may look to the evolution 
of the more prosperous European cities ever since the Middle Ages as a locus for the 
administratively enshrined social stratification within them. These, after all, were the 
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cradle of the modern bourgeoisie, the “burg” being initially nothing more than a trad-
ing post protected by fortified walls and strictly controlled gates. Quite naturally, this 
established a first divide between those within the confines of the physical city walls 
and those left outside them. In time, citizens of free cities like Bremen managed to ac-
quire significant privileges by being directly responsible to the Emperor, without the 
intermediary of paying taxes to a local king, prince or archduke. Such privileges were 
never easily won, as well illustrated by the struggles, throughout the centuries, of the 
burghers of Riga (an international trade centre and a member of the Hanseatic League) 
to obtain and maintain them. They also had to be carefully guarded and regulated and 
were not granted freely to every comer. 

Within cities themselves, a serious distinction was made between property owners 
and those without real estate, which was usually supplemented by requirements of 
owning property of at least a certain value. Within various trades, only full members 
of a guild enjoyed the privilege of offering their services at controlled prices, while 
non-members attempting to ply the same trade were punished by law. Even while a 
creeping movement of social mobility was slowly gaining ground, firm social rules of 
everybody “keeping their place” were mercilessly enforced. Honoré de Balzac, in his 
vast literary fresco La comédie humaine, offers a number of striking metonyms for this 
rigidly regulated social stratification and so does Jane Austen in her novels, especially 
the aptly named Pride and Prejudice.

In many ways, cities across Europe were pioneers in gradually reducing the rigid-
ity of hermetic social barriers and establishing principles which would eventually be-
come those of modern democracy. From the city-states of ancient Greece to the cities 
of post-Carolingian Europe, the burgher as citizen enjoyed a number of significant 
individual rights, but these rights were accessible only to the citizen or the burgher, 
not to helots, slaves, or peasants. The successful mediaeval burgher as tradesman and/
or artisan became the precursor of the prosperous bourgeois of the Industrial Age and 
ultimately — the ancestor of the modern entrepreneur, mogul, financier or oligarch. 
Yet even there, the essentially racist concepts of inherited birthrights could either in-
clude or exclude specific groups identified by their ancestry, ethnicity, language, or 
religion. Jews who refused to convert to Christianity were expelled from Spain by 
 Isabel la Católica, much to the detriment of the Spanish economy. Ethnic Latvians 
who had managed to escape serfdom and wished to work in Riga, were excluded by 
law from all but three of the city guilds, all others being strictly for Germans only. In 
many  cities in Italy or in the Low Countries, only being born into a small number of 
recognized patrician families could allow anyone to join the narrow pool of potential 
candidates who could ever lay claim to positions of leadership and distinction in the 
community.

The French Revolution of 1792 appealed to citizens as equal participants in all 
social processes, turning equally against the divine, inherited rights of kings and aris-
tocrats and the ecclesiastical authority of those who claimed divine rights thanks to 
their place in the hierarchy of the Catholic Church. As is the fate of many such move-
ments, it quickly came under the sway of fanatical authoritarians of a different per-
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suasion and the noble ideals of Liberté, égalité, fraternité became polluted by the 
 insane blood-bath of the Terror. Yet the conviction of the universality of the human 
condition, as well as that of its potential for growth, change, and progress, carefully 
nurtured throughout the Age of Enlightenment, managed to survive. Why it should 
have done so through the creation of a new aristocracy under the empires of Napo-
leon I and Napoleon III, as well as the Restoration of the old monarchy under 
Charles X and Louis XVIII is in many ways a mystery. The fact remains that it did 
survive and continued to evolve in the minds of intellectuals, artists, and the com-
mon people and spread from France to other parts of Europe. Local peasant uprisings 
were occurring in Livonia — in what is now the southern part of Estonia and the 
northern part of Latvia, including a serious and famous one in Kauguri in 1802, 
whose leaders were inspired by news they had read of the French people overthrow-
ing an unjust and incompetent king. These uprisings were followed by bloody re-
prisals, yet the result was that, a few decades later, serfdom was abolished in that part 
of the Tsarist Empire. Since social injustice continued unabated none the less, the 
failed Revolution of 1905 was ultimately followed by the successful Revolution of 
1917. Just like after the French Revolution, a period of bloody Terror and chaos en-
sued, with the difference that in the case of Russia, the Terror lasted for decades and 
destroyed tens of millions.

Neither the October Revolution, nor the fragmentation of empires after the First 
World War, however, managed to completely erase the notion of God-given privi-
leges linked to the accident of birth. Traces of it have survived in many parts of 
 Europe,  albeit in more or less subtly disguised and modernised forms. The British 
Parlia ment may have been restricting the power of the King ever since the signing of 
the Magna Carta, yet contemporary Britons still find a comforting sense of historical 
continuity, reflections of past glory and emotional focus for their sense of patriotism 
in the collective affection for the person of the Queen and, to a lesser degree, all other 
members of the Royal family. A similar phenomenon, if somewhat less visibly ex-
pressed, has been responsible for some of the most democratic countries in Europe 
to have maintained the institution of a constitutional monarchy or Grand duchy: 
Denmark, Sweden, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxemburg, Lichtenstein, 
Monaco, Spain, even where many others have renounced it: France, Austria, Hun-
gary, Germany, Portugal, Italy, Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, and the former 
 Yugoslavia. 

Regardless of how little or how much a society exhibits degrees of social differen-
tiation, the ultimate legitimacy of its governance and the population’s respect for it 
owes much to concepts directly derived from the divine right of kings. The ancient 
city-states of Mesopotamia, among the earliest known ancestors to the modern nation-
state, each not only had its own king, but also its own god — Marduk, Ea, Enlil or 
Baal — who would look after the interests of his city if properly worshipped, just as the 
king would protect his kingdom and his people against the depredations of their rivals 
and enemies. The image of the king as benevolent dictator to his own people was rein-
forced by his lack of pity toward his enemies, who were slaughtered in numbers as 
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large as possible and tortured in as horrifyingly sadistic ways as human imagination 
could devise.

Ever since the remotest antiquity, however, the “good ruler” or the “wise king” was 
seen as one who dispenses justice as well as ensuring peace and prosperity to his sub-
jects. Hammurabi’s “Code” (around 1750 BCE) has enshrined the decisions and sen-
tences imposed either by the king or his representatives and no doubt contributed to 
the rule of law in his kingdom. In Mediaeval Europe, Louis IX of France (later 
 sanctified as St Louis), was known for dispensing justice and offering the magic heal-
ing hand of the king, while sitting under an oak tree, much as his long-ago predeces-
sors had done in druidical times. The divine right of kings is a blood right, just like 
that of any aristocratic ruling class, and presumes that all accidents of birth are divinely 
ordered, hence not subject to evaluation or question in any way. This, along with the 
concept of primogeniture, offers guarantees of stability for the transfer of power at the 
death of a ruler, hopefully avoiding a civil war at each changing of the generations. Yet, 
since the authority of a king needs a whole hierarchical vertical of power in order to be 
maintained in practice, it rests on a hierarchy of castes, where degree of power, privi-
lege, and social prestige are inversely proportional to the social distance from members 
of the ruling House. The price of stability in such a caste system is the rigidity of its 
boundaries and the serious lack of social mobility that it allows for. Another drawback 
is the potential disconnect between the rank assured by birth and the real capabilities 
and performance of any individual. A country may be “ruled” by succeeding genera-
tions of kings, each more insane or inane than his predecessor, which inevitably must 
lead to the delegation of power to proxy figures, but also to a serious weakening of 
public trust in the soundness of the whole system. Oriental tales and epics afford a 
prominent place to the figure of the evil Vizier as villain, who betrays the interests of 
the ruler and the ruled equally, by abusing the power that has been delegated to him. 
Russian tsars, no matter how bloody their reputation, always cultivated the image of 
the “good Tsar” as a benevolent and loving father-figure to his people, in contrast to 
the “evil Boyars”, who wilfully sabotaged the good intentions of the ruler and were the 
ones responsible for the parlous state of the country. This archetype is still very much 
applied to the figure of the President by the official propaganda in Russia, whereas in 
the EU, it has suffered a symmetrical inversion (as French anthropologist Claude Lévi-
Strauss would have put it): “Brussels” as a centralized power has taken on the image of 
a “bad Tsar”, whereas national governments and their leaders have appropriated the 
role of “the good Boyars”. 

There is one indirect way, however, in which the archetypal concept of inborn 
privilege resurfaces in the political thinking of Europeans. Consciously or uncon-
sciously, Europeans seem to take more seriously those European nations that have a 
long monarchic or imperial history as opposed to those who existed and survived in 
the shadows of some foreign power. Such attitudes unwittingly echo the 19th century 
rhetoric of German-speaking ideologues, who insisted that nations without a heroic 
past were nations without a history and as such unworthy of any national claims at any 
time in the future. These arguments, for instance, were vigorously promoted by the 
Baltic German press of 19th century Latvia, in response to the visible progress of the 
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National Awakening movement among the Latvian population. When the Third Reich 
was created, the name chosen was a deliberate dynastic reference to the German-
speaking rulers of the Holy Roman Empire. Very much the same logic is adopted by 
those in Europe who accept arguments that Ukraine “has always been a part of Russia” 
or even the claim that “there really is no such thing as a distinct Uk rainian nation”. 
Even (or maybe especially) among Western intellectuals, the argument has been irre-
sponsibly bandied about with reference to Latvia and Estonia: “after all, Latvia has 
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 always been a part of Russia in the past”. While that was true enough for several centu-
ries before the October Revolution (in which the Latvian Riflemen played a decisive 
role), the “always” is a gross overstatement and an ill-intentioned one at that. Kyiv was 
a centre of culture long before Moscow and St. Petersburg. At various times in preced-
ing centuries, the territory of what is now Latvia happened to be ruled by Swedish 
kings or by Polish ones, not to mention the relative independence of the Dukedom of 
Kurland. Best of all — after the Christian conquest, it was for a time part of a Terra 
Mariana belonging to the Pope. It is obvious that the argument “of always having be-
longed to...” is absurd and anachronistic, its only basis being the megalo maniacal wish 
to restore the might of Russia as the “legitimate heir” to all territories ever part of 
 either by-gone Tsarist Russia or the defunct USSR. If the Europe of to-morrow where 
to start harking back to the bewildering flux of suzerainties and possessions that kept 
changing over centuries past, it would break down into chaos and bloodshed of the 
worst kind.

RĪGA

Gotland

Saaremaa

Öland

Bornholm

DANCIG
(Gdansk)

KÖNIGSBERG

STOCKHOLM

CHRISTIANIA
(Oslo)

COPENHAGEN

LÜBECK

HAMBURG

VILNIUS

REVAL (Tallinn)

Jelgava

Piltene

Visby

Mēmele
(Klaipēda)

Tērbata
(Tartu)

Daugavpils

Pskov

Novgorod

Vyborg

Helsinki
Turku

Pori

Uppsala

Jelve

Linköping

Stavanger

Bergen

Gothenburg

Malme

Stralsund

Wismar

Bremen

Szczecin

Neva

Lake
Ladoga

Daugava

Neman

Vistula

Vättern

Vänern

RUSSIA

POLISH
LIVONIA

SWEDISH
LIVONIA

1621

POLISH-LITHUANIAN COMMONWEALTH

DUTCHY OF COURLAND
AND SEMIGALLIA

PRUSSIA

HOLY ROMAN
EMPIRE

1648–1679

DENMARK

SKÅNE
1658

POMERANIA
1648

HALLAND
1645

BOHUS
1658

SWEDEN

NORWAY

HERJEDALEN
1645

BREMEN-
VERDEN

1648

BREMEN-
VERDEN

1648

Gulf
of
Riga

Gulf of Finnland

B A LT I C
 S

E A

The Baltic Sea region at the end of 17th century



51

International globalization and national fragmentation

In some ways analogous to the concept of social differentiation, but by no means 
identical, is the concept of a two-speed Europe, whereby the largest and most powerful 
countries of the continent are not just the natural de facto leaders in the project of 
 European integration, but are assumed to have the first say in all major decisions con-
cerning the EU. Their hegemony is to be accepted as the only way to lead the continent 
forward, something that is seen as practically impossible to achieve if the rabble of 
smaller countries were to have equal weight, squabbling among themselves and only 
confusing the issues. It is one thing to have coalitions of the willing in such forward-
looking projects as the common currency or the Schengen zone, with sovereign coun-
tries maintaining the right of opting out and members having the right to choose new 
partners. It is quite another thing to have Minsk groups, Normandy groups and the 
like as the only hope of tackling the more intractable problems on the continent. If 
they achieve results — well and good. In a real sense, however, the imperialism that 
had been thrown out of the door of Europe would just be climbing back in through the 
window...

A separate essay would be needed to give full justice to the deepest divide in Euro-
pean political thinking, which is the ideological gulf between the Left and the Right, 
which has been only briefly alluded to here. It has taken on new life and new forms in 
terms of clashes between liberal and conservative opinions on everything from sexual 
preferences, gender roles, theism or atheism, social security, competition policies, but 
most of all — a rather virulent revival of age-old debates about cosmopolitanism as 
against nationalism or moderate centrism as opposed to extremism. Among all these, 
the most important for the future of Latvia is the ability of the EU to take a stand 
against Russia when it openly contravenes both international law and European demo-
cratic values. So far, the ability of the EU to reach unanimity on economic sanctions 
after the invasion and annexation of Crimea has become a text-book case of European 
solidarity. Yet the difficulty with which this was achieved, the fragility of the consensus 
reached and the temporary nature of the measures adopted do raise concerns about 
what the EU would do, should Russia continue to act in an expansionist and revanchist 
manner. 

Like it or not, we are living in an age of increasing global interaction, economic 
interdependence, and both the fragility and porosity of national borders. Multipolar-
ity and globalization are the order of the day and — far from resting on its laurels — 
Europe will continue to be faced with major challenges, both national and interna-
tional. Latvia and the rest of “New Europe” are not the only ones to fear the impact of 
these supranational processes. There is a new sense of fragility and vulnerability in 
both Western and Eastern Europe, a feeling that multinational finance is stronger 
than national politics, that multinational corporations have replaced nation-states as 
major decision-makers and finally — that the dream of each and every citizen having 
an equal chance at determining a nation’s future is as elusive as it ever has been. Polls 
show an increasing loss of trust in major institutions and the people who represent 
them. In spite of the material advantages that the modern world has showered upon 
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large sectors of humanity, too many people worldwide still dwell in slums, bidonvilles 
and favelas at the edge of glittering metropolises. In spite of social security systems 
that are the envy of the world, many native Europeans feel a deep sense of alienation, 
anomie, and diffuse anxiety about their future. It may be symbolic that Schiller’s “Ode 
to Joy” has become the anthem of the European Union without the fact being offi-
cially enshrined in the Treaties. The very idea of joy seems to have withered in socie-
ties where happiness is mentally equated with conspicuous consumption and fame 
may be as easily achieved through misdeeds as through memorable accomplish-
ments. 

The freedom and independence that earlier generations of Latvians (like other 
Europeans) fought so hard to gain and regain seems to mean little to those Latvians 
who leave their country to improve their lot in life. One cannot blame people for seek-
ing a better life elsewhere, but one might wish that more of them were ready to try and 
build it right where they are. Both denatality and emigration have been leading to a 
steady decline in the Latvian population, prosperity and open borders being as devas-
tating to the demographic profile as wars, deportations and the flight of political exiles 
had been in the past. As the population ages as well as decreases in numbers, it be-
comes increasingly difficult to maintain economic growth and competitivity. Yet it can 
be done and it must be done, just like it must be done for countries with the opposite 
problem — a population that is growing more rapidly than the current economy is 
able to provide for. Whether the Latvian nation survives the next century as an identi-
fiable entity on the ethnic map of Europe, preserving its ancient language and cultural 
heritage, will depend on maintaining a critical mass of citizens for whom such a goal 
holds intrinsic value and meaning.

It would be a grievous error to label all attempts at defending national interests 
and identity as extremist and chauvinistic, especially with respect to language and cul-
ture. After all, national interests with respect to security, trade, and profit are consid-
ered rational and justifiable, so long as they do not lead to excessive protectionism and 
serious barriers to international trade. Reasonable concern for both these domains is 
perfectly legitimate and should not be too quickly labelled as bigotry, racism, xeno-
phobia, and isolationism. Quite the contrary, it is when such legitimate concerns are 
not heard and accepted, and diffuse fears are not allayed, that populations will become 
more and more extreme and intolerant in their views. Excess in political correctness, if 
pushed to extremes, may become the very breeding ground for what it aims to combat. 
Thus, ludicrous as this may seem, there are some who have dared to treat poor Johann 
Gottfried Herder — the enlightened German pastor and humanist who was deeply 
marked by his stay in 18th century Riga — as a proto-Nazi and proto-racist. Yet the 
peasant classes of all of Europe, and the nations that have grown into nationhood from 
just such humble beginnings, owe him an eternal debt of gratitude. It was he and the 
other Romantics of his time who reminded us that cultural heritage stems not just 
from the gilded castles and glittering courts of Europe, but also from the accumulated 
lore and wisdom of plain and ordinary people. They had as many inborn gifts as those 
that have left a written trace of their passage. Many of them had wit, wisdom, a way 
with words, beautiful voices, musical gifts, aesthetic sensibilities, pride, dignity, com-
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passion, and imagination. To deny their descendants a right to a national existence (as 
many have done in relation to Ukraine), just to appease a bigger and stronger neigh-
bour, is unworthy of what Europe should be all about. The political correctness that 
demands of Europeans sympathy and tolerance towards those from far away should 
also include sympathy and tolerance towards those nearer at hand. Then maybe, just 
maybe, we may see a flourishing Europe within which small nations like Latvia and 
small populations like the Latvians would risk neither languishing nor disappearing, 
but actually thrive in a future where “Alle Menschen werden Brüder”, as Schiller ex-
pressed in his Ode. 
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Tālavs Jundzis

REGAINING THE INDEPENDENCE OF LATVIA

The process of how independence was regained by Latvia and the other Baltic States (1986–1991) 
through non-violent protest and after fifty years of Soviet occupation and annexation is a remarkable 
and instructive occurrence in world history and is the subject of this article. Calls for independence 
and liberty had been suppressed under the totalitarian Soviet regime; however, perestroika and 
democratic reforms launched by M. Gorbachev aroused hopes. In Latvia, once the bulk of society 
became disillusioned by twists and turns and the slow progress of reform, a desire to leave the Soviet 
Union and to restore their independent state grew rapidly. Independence was regained under the 
leadership of the Latvian Popular Front, once a majority of deputies elected to the Supreme Soviet 
proclaimed, on 4 May 1990, independence to be restored. The people defended their independence 
during crises brought about by the Soviet Union in January and August 1991; international re-
cognition then followed, as well as after few years, complete withdrawal of Soviet armed forces from 
Latvia. Disintegration of the USSR as well as events in Eastern Europe made the recovery possible of 
independence, buttressed by the unity and determination of the people, a realistic strategy based on 
non-violent protest, together with cooperation with the peoples of the other Baltic States and with 
exiled countrymen living abroad. 

Keywords: Awakening, Singing Revolution, independence, Latvian Popular Front, “Helsinki-86”, 
Latvian National Independence Movement, Citizens’ Committees, Supreme Council, non-violent 
resistance. 

The manner whereby independence was regained in Latvia has been described in 
numerous scholarly works, as well as in conference proceedings and memoirs. Some 
analytical works by Latvian authors have appeared in the Latvian language,1 and 
s everal in English.2 Monographs on this topic published by investigators in Latvia have 

1 Blūzma, V., Celle, O., Jundzis, T. u.c. Latvijas valsts atjaunošana, 1986−1993. Rīga: LU žurnāla “Latvijas 
Vēsture” fonds, 1998, 528 lpp.; 4. maijs: Rakstu, atmiņu un dokumentu krājums par Neatkarības deklarāciju. 
T. Jundža redakcijā. Rīga: LU žurnāla “Latvijas Vēsture” fonds, 2000, 776 lpp.; Jundzis, T. Latvijas valsts 
atjaunošanas parlamentārais ceļš, 1989−1993. Rīga: LZA BSPC, 2010, 112 lpp.; Bērzs, A. Sarkanie burbuļi: 
Pretvalstisko sabiedrisko aktivitāšu hronika, 1988−1998. Rīga: Domas spēks, 2011, 556 lpp.

2 Blūzma, V., Jundzis, T., Riekstiņš, J., Strods, H., Sharp, G. Regaining Independence: Non-violent Resistance in 
Latvia. 1945–1991. Rīga: Latvian Academy of Sciences, 2009, 672 pp.; Deksnis, E. B., Jundzis, T. Restoration 
of Sovereignty and Independence of the Republic of Latvia 1986–1994. Riga: Latvian Academy of Sciences, 
Baltic Centre for Strategic Studies, 2015, 278 pp.; Dreifelds, J. Latvia in Transition. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996, 214 pp.; Karklins, R. Ethnopolitics and Transition to Democracy: The Collapse of the 
USSR and Latvia. Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 1994, 206 pp. 
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presented facts and analysed in great detail events as they occurred. The assessments 
are objective, yet they reflect the views of the nationally oriented segment of society in 
Latvia. 

Study of this process is viewed positively in Latvian national historiography as the 
role played by national feeling and unity is highlighted in the restoration of independ-
ence, in contrast with opposing historiography produced by apologists for the con-
servative Soviet regime. The latter represent restoration of an independent Latvia as 
creation of an ethnocratic regime.3 

Reappearance on the world stage of three independent Baltic States — Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania — has been described in many monographs and memoirs writ-
ten by foreign authors to be part of the process whereby the Soviet Union collapsed. 
Authors of books published in Russia largely describe events leading to collapse as 
treason, and attribute part of the blame to the Baltic States.4 By contrast, in Western 
historiography, without denying the significance of the restoration of Baltic independ-
ence, emphasis is placed on the relevance to the collapse of non-violent protest, mass 
popular mobilisation, pressure exerted by the West on Moscow, and failure of the coup 
d’état in August 1991.5 Some authors have criticised the inability of the Baltic peoples 
to resolve ethnic issues with the Russian-speakers living among them.6

Archive materials dating from the period have been consulted at the State Archive 
of Latvia (Latvijas Valsts arhīvs, LVA). A significant collection is found there of docu-
ments covering the work of the Latvian Supreme Council, the Council of  Ministers, 
non-governmental organisations, as well as documents originated by the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of Latvia (CC CPL). A number of important do-
cuments were inherited from the Committee for State Security of the Latvian SSR 
(CSS; Valsts drošības komiteja) and these were consulted at the Archive of the Centre 
for the Documentation of the Consequences of Totalitarianism, a unit of the Constitu-
tion Protection Bureau. Undoubtedly, documents of interest concerning the position 
sustained by the USSR opposing restoration of Baltic State independence are held at 
various archives in the Russian Federation; foreign scholars have thus far enjoyed very 
limited access to such documents.

3 See e.g.: Гущин, В. Этнократия: латвийский вариант. Рига, авт. издание, 2004, 59 с.; Гущин,  В. 
Постсоветская Латвия — обманутая страна: почему НФЛ не привел к демократии? Рига: 
Балтийский центр исторических и социально-политических исследований, 2013, 720 с.

4 Островский, А. В. Глупости или измена? Расследование гибели СССР. Москва: Крымский мост-9Д − 
Форум, 2011, 864 с.

5 See e.g.: Beissinger, M. R. Nationalist Mobilization and the Collapse of the Soviet State. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2002, 503 pp.; Misiunas, R. J., Taagepera, R. The Baltic States: Years of Dependence, 
1940–1990. Expanded and Updated Edition. London: Hurst & Company, 2006, 400 pp.; Mole, R. C. M. The 
Baltic States from the Soviet Union to the European Union: Identity, Discourse and Power in the Post-commu-
nist Transition in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. London: Routledge, 2012, XVIII + 196 pp.; Sharp, G. Wag-
ing Nonviolent Struggle: 20th Century Practice and 21st Century Potential. Boston: Porter Sargent Publishers, 
2005, 598 pp.; The Baltic States: the National Self-Determination of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Smith, G. 
(Ed.). London: Macmillan Press Ltd, 1996, 214 pp.

6 See e.g.: Lieven, A. The Baltic Revolution: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and the Path to Independence. New 
Haven, London: Yale University Press, 1993, 456 pp.
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The precursors to the period of National Awakening  
(July 1986 – May 1988)

There always were individuals in Latvia who from 1940 onwards, during the oc-
cupation and illegal annexation of Latvia, were unable and unwilling to accept this 
 situation and, even more, were active opponents of the regime. Immediately after the 
end of the Second World War approximately 10 000 national partisans (the Forest 
Brothers) waged armed resistance through to 1952–1953.7 From the mid-1950s on-
wards, armed resistance was supplanted by acts of non-violent protest carried out by 
individuals and by small groups. These acts never completely died out.8 Typical acts 
were placing flowers at sites reminiscent of the period of independence, tearing down 
Soviet flags in public places, illegally raising the red-white-red Latvian flag, sending 
protest letters in secret to international organisations, producing and distributing anti-
Soviet literature, as well as the activities of individual dissidents. Organising and con-
ducting mass non-violent protest was impossible under the conditions extant in a to-
talitarian system. Individual protest acts, however, testified to a desire for freedom 
deeply felt by the  people, but these could not tangibly influence the existing regime, 
whose secret services ensured total control of society.

It became increasingly more evident throughout the 1980s that the planned 
 economy of the Soviet Union was not competitive and that its grandeur was largely 
ap parent rather than real. The political elite of the USSR progressively found it difficult 
to respond to internal problems at the same time as keeping up in the arms race with 
the USA. This failure was particularly evident in Latvia through a rapid decline in the 
standard of living, as well as in the birth rate. Extensive Soviet economic policy re-
sulted in Latvia attracting a rapidly increasing population of im migrants from other 
Soviet republics, which in turn exacerbated social problems and raised ethnic tensions. 
Popular dissatisfaction grew, bringing society ever closer to a deeper crisis and creat-
ing the conditions for protest. 

Accession of Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985 to the post of General Secretary of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) changed the situation. In his search for 
ways to save the sinking Soviet economy he became convinced that many questionable 
ideological axioms had to be changed, even the entire political system: “We can’t go on 
living like this” 9 was his considered private opinion, but certainly not divulged to the 
CPSU colleagues who elected him to his high post in March 1985. The Central Com-
mittee of the CPSU (CC CPSU) unveiled in June 1987 a new development strategy — of 
restructuring (perestroika). Economic liberalisation and democratisation of the politi cal 
system were called for. A number of essential changes to Marxist-Leninist ideology 
were labelled by M. Gorbachev as “new political thinking”. This gave priority to com-
mon human values, abandoning the postulates of class struggle, and offered problem 

7 Baltijas valstu vēsture: Mācību līdzeklis. Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 2000, 182. lpp.
8 Bluzma, V., Jundzis, T., Riekstiņš, J., Strods, H., Sharp, G. Regaining Independence: Non-violent Resistance in 

Latvia 1945–1991, pp. 61–166.
9 Горбачев, М. С. Наедине с собой. Москва: Грин стрит, 2012, с. 410. 
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Fig. 1. Mikhail Gorbachev, CPSU General-Secretary, visiting Riga, 
17 February 1987. Photograph by Uldis Briedis

resolution through dialogue, 
abandoning world-wide confron-
tation between the capitalist and 
socialist systems. No less impor-
tant an aspect of the “new politi-
cal thinking” and “restructuring” 
was proclamation and imple-
mentation of a policy of trans-
parency (glasnost) throughout 
the USSR. Transparency, how-
ever, did not allow for freedom of 
expression as understood in the 
West. It did substantially move 
socialism towards democracy 
and allowed for previously un-
heard of expression of a plurality of views.

The new political thinking of M. Gorbachev also extended to Latvia, sowing some 
confusion among the local conservative members of the political elite; however, a 
number of courageous individuals began to express their views in public, and several 
informal organisations were established.10 Several tens of small informal organisations 
were formed in Latvia in 1986–1987, a number of which addressed political demands 
to the Soviet regime and administration. At least two organisations have left an imprint 
on Latvian history: The Latvian Human Rights Defence Group “Helsinki-86”, and the 
Environmental Protection Club (VAK, Vides aizsardzības klubs).

“Helsinki-86” was founded in July 1986 in Liepāja by three workers Linards 
Grantiņš, Raimonds Bitenieks, and Mārtiņš Bariss. Similar groups had previously been 
active throughout the Soviet Union to monitor compliance with provisions on human 
rights contained in the Final Act signed in Helsinki at the Conference on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (CSCE). From the start, members of “Helsinki-86” extended 
their political protest over and above individual cases of human rights violations to 
 violation of the rights of the Latvian nation. In their letter of July 1986 to M. Gor-
bachev the group wrote: “Please respect the interests of our people. Please allow us in 
our country to speak and to be understood in the Latvian language. Allow us to deter-
mine our own future in a referendum.”11

The political aims of “Helsinki-86” were laid out in a memorandum of 30 January 
1988 addressed to the CC CPL. The first four points in the memorandum called for 
respect of the rights of the Latvian nation, a halt to influx of migrants, giving official 
state language status to Latvian, removing ideology from the history of Latvia, renewal 
of national military units. Additional points called for democratisation of society, 

10 These organisations were informal in that they were constituted in contravention of Soviet laws and were, 
thus, not registered as organisations by the authorities, but nonetheless continued to function. They were a 
form of non-governmental organisation.

11 Ģenerālsekretāram biedram Gorbačovam. Latvijas cilvēktiesību aizstāvēšanas grupa “Helsinki-86”: Doku-
mentu krājums, 07.86.−04.88. Rīga: Neatkarīgais informācijas centrs, 1989, 3. lpp.
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 encouraging the appearance of a free press, publication of the crimes of the Stalin era 
and calling perpetrators to account, abolition of privileges enjoyed by the Communist 
nomenklatura, stimulating civil society, granting religious freedom, etc.12 The Soviet 
political elite in Latvia did not accept this as part of the “new political thinking”, in-
stead characterising them as ideologically hostile and even to be criminal in nature, i.e. 
anti-Soviet propaganda and agitation.13 In fact some months later, still in 1988, the CC 
CPL and the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR had to accept such ideas and even to 
implement several of them, forced to do so by growing public pressure. 

The two principal achievements of “Helsinki-86” as regards awakening the 
Latvian people both occurred in the summer of 1987 in the form of public political 
protests at the Freedom Monument in Riga. The first one took place on 14 June — the 
anniversary of deportations carried out by the Stalinist regime.14 This event was made 
possible in large part thanks to broadcasts by several foreign radio stations, “Radio 
Free Europe (Latvian)”, “Voice of America (Latvian)”, and “Svoboda (Russian)”, who 
repeated the invitation for the public issued by “Helsinki-86”, to recall the deportation 
by laying flowers at the Freedom Monument on the anniversary date.15 On the day 
several thousand members of the public gathered at the monument. The Soviet 
 authorities organised a bicycle competition at the monument on that day, but were 
unable to prevent the event organised by “Helsinki-86” from happening. Rolands 
 Silaraups and Eva Biteniece, in national dress, led a group to the monument and un-
furled a banner reading “Commemorating the victims of the 14th of June”. Others fol-
lowed and laid a copious numbers of flowers in front of the monument. Militia and 
other law enforcement agencies did not intervene.16 This was the first large-scale un-
sanctioned public demonstration in post-war Latvia and for the time an unprece-
dented and daring event. 

A similar public event was organised for 23 August 1987. “Helsinki-86” had sent, 
on 6 August, letters to all members of the CSCE, including the USSR, inviting these to 
annul the secret protocols to the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact (The Non-aggression Pact 
between Germany and the USSR, signed on 23 August 1939).17 Anticipating that the 
authorities would not tolerate a repeated mass demonstration the members of 

12 Latvijas cilvēktiesību aizstāvēšanas grupas “Helsinki 86” memorands. 1988. gada 30. janvāris. LVA, PA-101. f, 
61. apr., 155 l., 149.–153. lp.

13 Diagnoze: politiskais aklums. LATINFORM intervija ar Latvijas PSR prokuroru J. Dzenīti. Cīņa, Nr. 60, 
13.03.1988, 4. lpp.

14 More than 15 000 persons considered dangerous and disloyal were deported from Latvia to Siberia on 
14  June 1941. Of these 700 were shot and approximately 4000 died of starvation and illness.

15 These stations were supported by the US as part of the open national budget; they did not initiate organi-
sation of this event, and could not of themselves call for public participation. See the memoirs of Pāvels 
Brūvers, contemporary worker at “Radio Free Europe”: Brūvers, P. Radio “Brīvā Eiropa” un 1987. gada 
demonstrācijas Latvijā. Nevardarbīgās pretošanās loma Latvijas neatkarības atjaunošanā. Letonikas otrā kon-
gresa sekcijas materiāli. Rīga: Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija, 2008, 139. lpp.

16 The reasons for this non-intervention are given in a special report: “LKP CK propagandas un aģitācijas 
nodaļas “Orientējoša informācija par 1987. gada 14. un 15. jūnija notikumiem Rīgā.” 29.06.87. LVA, PA-
101. f., 59. apr., 188. l., 8. lp.

17 Padomju Savienības, Vācijas FR un pārējo Helsinku apspriedes Nobeiguma akta parakstītāju valstu valdībām. 
Auseklis, Nr. 1, 1987, 26. lpp.
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Fig. 2. Eva Biteniece and Rolands Silaraups (“Helsinki-86”) 
approaching the Freedom Monument, Riga, 14 June 1987. 
Photograph by Valdis Kroģis

“ Helsinki-86” thoughtfully invited 
the public to come to the monument 
as individuals throughout 23 August. 
According to estimates made by the 
Latvian SSR CSS, more than 2000 
persons again congregated at the 
Freedom Monument; however, the 
militia intervened and 86 individuals 
were arrested.18 These protest actions 
were barely remarked upon in the 
local official press. By contrast, an 
extended campaign condemning the 
events of 23 August was launched in 
the Soviet press; this campaign failed 
in that as a result the public increased 
its support for the participants and 
condemned the action of the militia. 
Similar protest meetings were held 
on this date in Tallinn and Vilnius.19 

The long-term significance of the events of 14 June and 23 August 1987 was that 
rather soon the Soviet authorities in Latvia had to accept similar commemorative 
events. Thus, on 25 March 1988, the anniversary of the deportations that took place in 
194920, a public meeting was officially sanctioned. In this way the Soviet regime sought 
to control the situation and influence the nature of politically sensitive events, in the 
first instance by transferring the venue away from the centrally situated Freedom 
Monument. Stalinist crimes were condemned at this meeting comprising many thou-
sands of participants, which took place at the Cemetery of the Brethren, located at a 
considerable remove from the centre of Riga. The only achievement that CC CPL 
gained was that this meeting was organised by two official entities — The Writers’ 
Union of Latvia and the Artists’ Union of Latvia  — and the meeting intended by 
“ Helsinki-86” at the Freedom Monument was banned and those who failed to comply 
were arrested. 

Certain features, prefiguring the period of National Awakening, may be discerned, 
starting in 1986, in active public discussion of ecological and environmental protec-
tion issues; these debates often developed into mass political actions. Press articles by 
Dainis Īvāns and Artūrs Snips highlighted the extensive damage that would follow to 
the environment and landscape heritage, were the planned Daugava Hydro-Electric 
Station to be built. Tens of thousands of critical letters followed from the public 

18 Report by agents of the Latvian SSR CSS concerning the organisation and events at the meeting of 23 August 
1987 by “Helsinki-86” at the Freedom Monument (in Russian). TSDC Archive, Documents of the counter-
intelligence information system of the Latvian SSR CSS “Delta-Latvia”, item ДС##NS=0310019.

19 Misiunas, R. J., Taagepera, R. The Baltic States: Years of Dependence, 1940–1990, pp. 308–309.
20 On 25 March 1949, Soviet authorities deported to various distant regions of the USSR more than 42 000 

persons as potentially disloyal to the Soviet regime. 
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 addressing Party and Soviet institutions and newspapers, demanding that project con-
struction be halted. The Environmental Protection Club, founded on 28 February 
1987, played an active role and organised the action. Practically all of the ecological 
activities of the VAK were characterised by undisguised political features, which fol-
lowed from aims as given in its manifesto, namely that “protection of the environment 
is an issue of democracy”.21 Latvia was the first Soviet Republic where ecology issues 
acquired such a marked political dimension.

National Awakening required public access to accurate and objective information, 
something that the press, radio and television were incapable of presenting given cen-
sorship of their work. The first independent press publications sought to break this in-
formation blockade; these did not seek official permission and were both published 
and distributed illegally. From 1987 onwards, the number of such publications in-
creased rapidly throughout the whole of the Soviet Union.22

Auseklis was the first independent magazine to appear in Latvia without it being 
scrutinised by the Soviet censor, and it featured information about political events in 
Latvia, political documents issued by “Helsinki-86”, the Christian group “Rebirth and 
Renewal” (“Atdzimšana un atjaunošanās”), and others. The publication initially was 
type-written and appeared in small numbers. Later a manuscript was brought illegally 
to Sweden to be typographically duplicated and then illegally to be brought back to 
Latvia, where it was distributed in a clandestine fashion; part of each issue was dis-
tributed in the West. From early 1988 onwards, VAK began to issue, in like manner, a 
journal, Staburags, also not subject to official censorship and devoted to ecological 
 issues, with a pronounced emphasis on politics. It, too, was printed in Sweden and dis-
tributed in Latvia. 

The appearance of the first illegal political publications set an example and in-
spired a number of official publications and part of the mass media to be more open 
and to reflect opposition views and disposition. Free thinking began to appear more 
often and with greater boldness in the official press, Literatūra un Māksla, Padomju 
Jaunatne, Советская молодежь. A Latvian Television programme, “Labvakar”, gained 
a large following once its producers showed great courage in tackling politically sensi-
tive problems of great public interest.

Party, Soviet, and law enforcement bodies were caught unprepared and showed 
themselves incapable to reform their work to meet challenges thrown on their way by 
the implementation of perestroika and transparency. M. Gorbachev recalls that, at this 
time, “Party leaders, who were accustomed to work relying on economic measures, 
were confused and disoriented when having to deal with issues by political means”.23 
The CC CPL admitted as much in a secret letter of 27 August 1988 addressing CPL 
city and regional committees: “Many Party, Soviet, trade union and Komsomol or-
ganisations are not reacting to anti-social phenomena in a practical manner. A signif-
icant part of the Party’s ideology sector has shown itself to be unprepared for public 

21 Vides aizsardzības kluba manifests. Staburags, Nr. 1, 1988, 4. lpp.
22 Beissinger, M. R. Nationalist Mobilization and the Collapse of the Soviet State, pp. 474–475.
23 Горбачев, М. Жизнь и реформы, кн. 1. Москва: Новости, 1995, с. 513.
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discussion and insufficiently flexible to deal with actions by demagogues and 
 extremists.”24

Examination of social developments in Latvia between July 1986 and June 1988 
shows that the first steps were taken towards motivating the public to defend its rights 
as well as raising self-awareness of the Latvian nation.25 Initially this was accom plished 
by a few small organisations that skilfully exploited possibilities opened up by the 
 policy of perestroika and transparency initiated by M. Gorbachev. The achievement of 
these organisations was that they were the first to formulate political demands, some 
groups publicly demonstrated their views in non-violent protest and disseminated 
these by means of illegal magazines and with the help of Western radio stations. They 
also showed foresight in opting for non-violent protest as the basis for struggle; 
thereby they set a precedent for the future national movement and left a solid political 
 heritage. 

The beginning of the National Awakening period  
(June 1988 – May 1989)

The start of the national awakening was largely provoked by events at the Plenary 
Meeting of the Creative Unions of the Latvian SSR26, which was held in Riga on 1 and 
2 June 1988. This was the first extensive, open public discussion of problems facing the 
Latvian nation, and other issues affecting society in Latvia, without avoiding a wide 
range of politically sensitive problems. Extensive publicity for this plenum was ensured 
by its legal status.

Speakers at the plenum, and the resolution adopted at it, largely addressed the 
need to establish a true government of the people (democracy) and real guarantees for 
sustaining the sovereignty of Latvia. In fact the demands were for implementation of 
provisions already existing in the Constitution of the USSR. The plenum called upon 
the Communist Party of Latvia and the government of the Latvian SSR “to adopt as 
one of their main tasks the preservation and flourishing of the Latvian nation”.27 The 
plenum called upon to accomplish the following — to restrict migration, not to allow 
Latvians to become a minority in their ethnographic territory; to give the Latvian lan-
guage the status of a state language; to lessen the influence of the Communist Party 
and to allow leading posts to be filled by non-party individuals; to recognize the uni-
versal right of self-expression and to abolish ideological censorship; to carry out  radical 

24 See the secret CC CPL report (in Russian, 27.01.88): “О преодолении негативных тенденций в деятель-
ности некоторых самодеятельных формирований.” LVA, PA-101. f., 61. apr., 118. l., 16. lp.

25 In fact there were rather few events which attracted a small number of participants; nevertheless, these pre-
pared the way for more substantial public events, ones that began after the Plenary Meeting of the Creative 
Unions, 1 and 2 June 1988, and which justifiably are described as part of the period of National Awakening.

26 The Writers’, Architects’, Designers’, Cinematographers’, Composers’, Artists’, Theatre Workers’ and Journal-
ists’ Unions of the Latvian SSR.

27 Latvijas PSR Rakstnieku savienības valdes plēnums ar republikas Arhitektu, Dizaineru, Kinematogrāfistu, 
Kom ponistu, Mākslinieku, Teātra darbinieku, Žurnālistu savienības vadītāju un ekspertu piedalīšanos. Re-
zolūcija. Literatūra un Māksla, 10.06.1988, 1. lpp.
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Fig. 3. Plenum of the Creative Unions of the Latvian SSR. 
Riga, 1 June 1988. Photograph by Māris Bērsons. LVKFFDA, 
No. 179845N

democratization of elections; to 
allow residents freely to live and 
work abroad.28

Considerable attention at the 
plenum was paid to the question of 
renewing a true presentation of vari-
ous historic events, evaluating the 
fate of the people of Latvia, and this 
is reflected in documents published 
later. Participants at the plenum and 
society in Latvia were electrified, in-
spired and moved to act by the 
speech of Mavriks Vulfsons. He pre-
sented facts that argued for the view 
that in 1940 no revolution occurred 
in Latvia, instead there was foreign 
occupation, and, furthermore, in-

vited official publication of the Secret Protocols of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact that 
determined the fate of the Baltic territory.29 These remarks by Mavriks Vulfsons car-
ried great weight and attracted public attention (including in the Western media) 
partly because he was a well-known official political commentator, and partly because 
he had been an active participant in the political events of 1940. By contrast, the de-
mand by “Helsinki-86” to publish the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, made a year earlier, 
during the summer of 1987, had not received wide publicity or public recognition. The 
plenum also called for the mass deportations of persons from Latvia that took place in 
1941 and 1949 to be denounced, those deported to be rehabilitated and those guilty of 
implementing Stalinist policies to be punished. 

The plenum of the Creative Unions of the Latvian SSR could take place in the form 
that it did thanks to the policy of perestroika and transparency of M. Gorbachev being 
implemented throughout the Soviet Union. This plenum, in formulating an extensive 
packet of political demands, undoubtedly shook the public in Latvia; it was appreci-
ated that publicly calling for even one of these problems to be resolved as recently as 
one year before would have led to repression and criminal proceedings. The idea for 
holding such a plenum had been copied from Estonia where a similar plenum of the 
creative unions took place on 1–2 April 1988; at this plenum calls were made for the 
First Secretary of the Estonian Communist Party to resign, as well as for the resigna-
tion of a number of other high officials. 

During the summer of 1988, a number of political events took place following up 
on the freely and openly published demands first made at the June plenum. These in-

28 Latvijas PSR Rakstnieku savienības valdes plēnums ar republikas Arhitektu, Dizaineru, Kinematogrāfistu, 
Kom ponistu, Mākslinieku, Teātra darbinieku, Žurnālistu savienības vadītāju un ekspertu piedalīšanos. Re-
zolūcija. Literatūra un Māksla, 10.06.1988, 1., 4. lpp.

29 Vulfsons, M. Par vēsturi — godīgi. Skolotāju Avīze, Nr. 23, 08.06.1988, 2.–3. lpp.
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cluded certain actions as well as raising national consciousness and raising hopes that 
real change would follow. Continuing the tradition established by the group “Hel-
sinki-86” the anniversary of the Stalinist deportations of 14 June 1941 was marked in 
1988 with a sanctioned meeting including participation by Party officials comprising a 
procession from the Freedom Monument to the Cemetery of the Brethren: in all 
15 000 persons were estimated to have taken part. At the first international folklore 
festival “Baltica-86”, in July 1988, Riga was full of the formally forbidden red-white-red 
flags of the independent Republic of Latvia founded in 1918. VAK organized, on 
16 July, a meeting in Riga, at the Mežaparks outdoor concert arena, to support rehabil-
itation of the red-white-red flag. This and other actions led to the first victory, i.e. on 
9 September 1988 the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR legalized 
display of the red-white-red flag. 

The June plenum also inspired formation of new social organisations. One of these 
was the Latvian National Independence Movement (Latvijas Nacionālās neatkarības 
kustība, LNNK) born in June–July 1988 under the guidance of Eduards Berklavs, 
Einārs Repše, and others. LNNK was founded at a meeting held on 10 July 1988 at 
Arkādija Park in Riga. This movement addressed all who supported the idea of Lat-
vian self-determination. At first LNNK did not seek restoration of Latvian independ-
ence but instead wished “to strive for realising the democratic statehood of the Repub-
lic of Latvia and political sovereignty, stabilisation of the demographic issue and 
protection of traditional culture.”30 LNNK initially viewed as its task implementation of 
all points listed in the resolution adopted at the June Plenum of the Creative Unions of 
the Latvian SSR.31 LNNK rapidly became a leading political force, overshadowing the 
influence of “Helsinki 86” and VAK.

Defenders of the Soviet regime were concerned since in their eyes anti-Soviet and 
anti-socialist elements had arisen, and instances of nationalistic, chauvinistic and anti-
Russian behaviour had increased. In a secret letter dated 5 September 1988 and ad-
dressed to the Bureau of the CC CPL, Jānis Dzenītis, State Prosecutor of the Lat-
vian SSR, reported the following: “On 11 August 1988 activists of the “Latvian National 
Independence Movement” organised and held a meeting in Riga (sanctioned by the 
Riga Executive Committee) to mark the 68th anniversary of the Peace Treaty between 
the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) and Latvia. There was a de-
parture from the agreed scenario in that before the meeting began a group of some 20 
indivi duals, led by E. Berklavs, and by E. Repše and A. Pauls-Pāvuls, the latter each 
carrying the bourgeois flag, laid a bouquet of flowers at the Lenin Monument that were 
held together with a ribbon inscribed with text in Latvian: “Russia renounces in perpe-
tuity its sovereign rights to the territory of Latvia and its people”. This group joined 
people having gathered at the Freedom Monument (approximately 3000 persons) 
to  hold a meeting that featured five speakers. In his oration Juris Dobelis deviated 

30 Latvijas Nacionālās neatkarības kustības (LNNK) padomes paziņojums par organizācijas mērķiem. 
10.07.1988. Rīga. LVA, 1806. f.; Okupācijas varu politika Latvijā. 1939–1991. Dokumentu krājums. E. Pelkauss 
(red.) Rīga: Nordik, 1999, 502. lpp.

31 Ibid., 503. lpp.

Tālavs Jundzis    REGAINING THE INDEPENDENCE OF LATVIA



64 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

from the topic agreed for the meeting to discuss the USSR–Germany Pact of 23 August 
1939, which he described as, “having determined the fate of the Latvian people with-
out their being consulted, or their agreement sought”. The speaker V. Turins an-
nounced that, “the time has come again for the Latvian people to fight for the inde-
pendence of their Homeland”.”32

Speaking at the June plenum on behalf of a group of like-minded individuals, the 
journalist Viktors Avotiņš had already called for formation of a Popular Front of 
Latvia. Formation of such a Popular Front had already begun in Estonia, and similar 
proposals had been discussed elsewhere in the Soviet Union. The June Plenum of the 
Creative Unions, however, did not include a call for forming a Popular Front in the 
resolution adopted. Shortly thereafter an initiative group issued an Announcement 
calling for formation of a Popular Front,33 which it submitted on 21 June for publica-
tion in the newspaper Padomju Jaunatne. Given that at the CC CPL plenum of 18 June, 
a proposal to form a Popular Front had been rejected, and, at the same time, free-
thinking in the media strongly criticised, the newspaper Padomju Jaunatne did not 
rush to publish the proffered announcement.

Once appraised of decisions on strengthening implementation of perestroika, 
taken at the 19th CPSU Conference held in Moscow in late June, the leadership of the 
CC CPL hurriedly revised its opinion on the issue of a Popular Front, and declared 
that is was necessary to establish “a patriotic movement with the aim of supporting pe-
restroika”; A. Gorbunovs was tasked with “starting the process of realising this goal”.34 
Clearly the CC CPL sought to form a movement, rather than a political organisation, 
that would encompass a number of existing organisations, the Komsomol, the trade 
unions, worker collective councils, creative unions, a number of other public entities 
including representatives of religions. Given the leading role played by communists in 
these organisations and groupings, the way would be clear for them to determine the 
course to be followed in this new movement.35

The positive position taken by the Bureau of the CC CPL in preparing for creation 
of the Popular Front of Latvia (PFL) opened the way for unexpected activity. On 19 July, 
the newspaper Padomju Jaunatne finally published the Announcement formulated by 
the initiative group. The citizens of Latvia were invited to unite in creating a Popular 
Front to support perestroika and strengthen the process of democratisation, without 
leaving other organisations or groups.36 The press, radio, and television began to pay 
intense attention to differing views and discussions about the nature of the future 

32 Докладная записка прокурора Латвийской ССР в Бюро ЦК Компартии Латвии. 05.09.1988. LVA, 
 PA-101. f., 61. apr., 118. l., 64. lp. 

33 Aicinājums. Auseklis, Nr. 6, 1988, 58.–59. lpp.
34 О патриотическом движении в поддержку линии партии на перестройку. 05.08.1988 (text of the deci-

sion adopted by the Bureau of the CC CPL). LVA, PA-101. f., 61. apr., 31. l., 11a. lp.
35 LKP CK partijas organizatoriskā darba nodaļas un propagandas un aģitācijas nodaļas ziņojums LKP CK 

“О патриотическом движении в поддержку линии партии на перестройку”. 1988. gada 6. jūlijs (report, 
in Russian, internal use only). LVA, PA-101. f., 61. apr., 56. l., 19. lp. 

36 Aicinājums. Padomju Jaunatne, Nr. 137, 19.07.1988, 1. lpp. It had already been published earlier (in Russian) 
on July 14, in Советская молодежь. 
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 Popular Front. Many PFL support and initiative groups began to appear. Initiative for 
establishing the Popular Front was taken over by the Writers’ Union in co-operation 
with other creative unions, and in August a PFL Co-ordination Centre was formed to 
draft the statutes and programme of the PFL.

The CC CPL and the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR soon proved to be unable 
to play any tangible role in this process and progressively were distanced from it. The 
first meeting of the Planning Group for the 1st Congress of the Popular Front of Latvia 
was held on 1 September 1988 and chaired by Jānis Peters, who headed the Writers’ 
Union. A member of the CC CPL took part in this meeting, who “refused to divulge 
his name” and did not take part in debates. The presence at meetings of a representa-
tive of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR was accepted; however, he did not have 
the right to vote in taking decisions.37 

In a short period of time, total membership in PFL support groups numbered 
some 110 000 persons38, the majority of whom by their personal convictions were op-
posed to Communist ideology. State authorities were unable either to control or to 
stop the formation of the PFL. The process was facilitated by a change in the leader-
ship of the CC CPL with the new First Secretary, Jānis Vagris, enjoying a reputation of 
being more democratically inclined. 

The First Congress of the Popular Front of Latvia was convened to take place in 
Riga, 8–9 October 1988, one week after the Congress was held in Tallinn, at which 
the Popular Front of Estonia was founded. Persons of all nationalities were repre-
sented at this Congress, as well as more than two thousand three hundred PFL sup-
port and initiative groups.39 It is noteworthy that 30% of the delegates were members 
of the CPSU, in the light of only 5–6% of the residents of Latvia being Party mem-
bers.40 The Popular Front of Latvia was founded at this Congress; the Board was 
elected and invested with the power to make decisions; unexpectedly, the journalist 
Dainis Īvāns41, who had actively opposed construction of the Daugavpils Hydro-elec-
tric Power  Station on ecological grounds, was selected to lead the PFL. The public 
showed its support for the PFL at a gathering of 120 000 persons in Riga on 7 Octo-
ber, acclaiming the motto “For a state based on rule of law”. The Congress proceed-
ings were televised live. 

The public had been invited to discuss the Statutes and Programme of the Popular 
Front of Latvia, published in early September; the final versions were adopted at this 
Congress after heated debates and a frank exchange of views. According to its Statutes 
the Popular Front of Latvia was established as a mass political public  organisation in 

37 Latvijas Tautas frontes dibināšanas kongresa organizācijas komitejas sēdes protokols nr. 1. 01.09.1988 (min-
utes of the meeting). TMF, 1. f., 1. apr., 1. l., 10.–15. lpp.

38 Text of the resolution founding the PFL: LTF pirmā kongresa 1. rezolūcija “Par Latvijas Tautas frontes nod-
ibināšanu”. Latvijas Tautas fronte. Gads pirmais. Rīga: LTF, 1989, 224 lpp.

39 Peters, J. Ziņojums LTF pirmajā kongresā. 1988. g. 8. oktobris. Latvijas Tautas fronte. Gads pirmais, 11. lpp.
40 Советская Латвия, 1989, 26 янв.
41 Dainis Īvāns was not one of the organisers of the Founding Congress; that group was led by Jānis Peters, who 

had prepared and chaired the Plenum of the Creative Unions, 1 and 2 June; however, at the Congress, he 
refused to present himself as a candidate for Chairman of the PFL. 
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Fig. 4. Congress in Riga on 8–9 October 1988 at which the Po-
pular Front of Latvia was founded. Photograph by O. Mazurs. 
LVKFFDA, No. 15991-1

favour of radical restructuring of so-
ciety, and functioned following consti-
tutionally recognised democratic pro-
cedures, respecting the principle of 
transparency. Its goals were declared to 
be true popular government and crea-
tion of a state based on rule of law.42 
Allegations that the PFL was conceived 
in principle by the CC CPL need to be 
refuted. Article 7 of the PFL Statutes 
states that the PFL is independent of 
any other organisation or administra-
tive body, and that cooperation with 
the Communist Party and other public 
organisations is mostly through the 
presence of their adherents as indi-
vidual members of the PFL. Jānis Dze-
nītis, Prosecutor of the Latvian SSR, in 
a secret letter of 13 September 1988 
 addressed to the CC CPL, stated, 
“There is reason to believe, and the 
 absence of reference to the leading role 

of the CPSU in the PFL Programme and Statutes is a confirmation that it is intended 
to create a new opposition political party in the republic, an aim that cannot be sup-
ported.”43

The theses advanced at the June Plenum of the Creative Unions, expanded and 
deepened, were included in the PFL Programme, including the assertion that “the 
citizens of Latvia should be masters in their country, to decide all matters 
independently”.44 Restoration of the independence of Latvia was not stated as a goal; 
instead, the demand was to gain real sovereignty remaining within the Soviet Union. 
The PFL Programme called for a new Union Treaty to be signed, one that “would 
grant republics veto rights over issues that affect their interests”. Were this demand to 
be realised, the Soviet regime in Latvia would be legalised; hence a year later the PFL 
significantly changed its position on this matter. No less a perilous point in this re-
gard might have become the position adopted by the PFL in its Programme, about 
the need to insert in the Constitution of the Latvian SSR a definition of the status of 

42 Latvijas Tautas frontes statūti. 1988. gada 9. oktobris. Latvijas Tautas frontes Programma. Latvijas Tautas 
frontes Statūti. Rīga: Avots, 1988, 18. lpp.

43 A letter to V. Soblolev, Second Secretary of the CC of the Latvian CP. On the foundation of the Popular Front 
of Latvia, its programme and proposed statutes (secret, in Russian). LVA, PA-101. f., 61. apr., 118. l., 72. lpp.

44 Latvijas Tautas frontes programma. 3. punkts, 2. daļa. Latvijas Tautas frontes Programma. Latvijas Tautas 
frontes Statūti, 5. lpp.
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 Citizen of the Latvian SSR and to adopt a Citizenship Law (Article 3.2)45. These pro-
visions reflected the fact that initially the PFL did not expect to renew the independ-
ence of Latvia in the immediate future, and therefore, devoted all of its energies to 
democratising society and state administration, the defence of human rights, the 
Latvian nation and the Latvian language, skilfully adapting elements of the reform 
programme being implemented by M. Gorbachev. Furthermore, it has to be taken 
into account that at the time Western democracies were unwilling to support imme-
diate restoration of an independent Republic of Latvia (and other Baltic States), sepa-
ration from the USSR out of fear that such a radical step would seriously damage the 
position of M. Gorbachev. 

Events at the first founding Congress of the Popular Front of Latvia and docu-
ments it adopted immediately attracted the widest possible public support in Latvia. 
The number of members and also of PFL support groups continued to increase rap-
idly. The latter started to be formed in the USA, Canada, Australia, Great Britain, i.e. 
almost in every country that had a significant Latvian community. In the USA, the 
American Latvian Association (ALA) and the World Federation of Free Latvians 
(WFFL) supported the PFL and its campaign to establish a free and independent Lat-
via.46 The PFL became a very influential public force and attracted a number of organi-
sations that had formed during the process of National Awakening. 

Neither the manner in which it was created, nor its Statutes were directly contrary 
to Soviet law, and, consequently, it was officially recognised and registered as a public 
political organisation, a status that allowed the PFL in fact to participate in the struggle 
for political power in Latvia. The PFL successfully exploited this advantageous status. 
In seeking to reach goals set out at the First Congress, the PFL, throughout October–
November 1988, participated in discussions in Moscow concerning proposed revisions 
to the USSR Constitution and also on the draft law on election of the People’s Deputies 
of the USSR, seeking to increase democratic aspects and strengthen the sovereignty of 
Union Republics. 

Several political actions by Latvian public organisations were carried out in Mos-
cow during the first year of the National Awakening. A CSS report describes one such 
action: “29 November 1988. Around 12:00, during a practice session held on Red 
Square, an attempt was made by 27 Latvians to hold an unsanctioned demonstration 
meeting in a side street. Among those arrested were members of the PFL groups “Hel-
sinki-86”, the Latvian National Independence Movement, and the Environment Pro-
tection Club, all of whom had arrived in Moscow solely to hold this anti-social action. 
A number of placards were confiscated with the following texts, “Sovereignty for 
Latvia” (in Latvian), “We demand evacuation of the army of occupation from Latvia”, 

45 Latvijas Tautas frontes programma. 3. punkts, 2. daļa. Latvijas Tautas frontes Programma. Latvijas Tautas 
frontes Statūti, 5. lpp.

46 Zake, I. American Latvians: Politics of a Refugee Community. New Brunswick, London: Transaction Publish-
ers, 2010, pp. 161–208.
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Fig. 5. Logo and Participant’s 
pin, Baltic Assembly. 1989 

“We wish to be masters in our own land”, “Stop the occupation of 
the Baltic”, “We demand an end to the occupation of Latvia” (these 
in English).”47 

In December 1988, the PFL decided to take part in the up-
coming elections for Deputies to the USSR Congress of Peoples’ 
Deputies, justifying this decision by noting that “this is the only 
parliamentary route to the gaining sovereignty for Latvia.”48 Despite 
it being the first electoral campaign waged by the PFL it scored an 
impressive victory in the elections on 26 March 1989. Out of a total 
of 41 deputies elected from Latvia, 31 had been supported by 
the PFL.

Cooperation was established by the PFL with their counterparts 
in Estonia and Lithuania. This cooperation began and gradually 

deepened during discussion of various draft Soviet laws, as well as during run-up to 
the elections for the Peoples’ Deputies of the USSR. This cooperation acquired a new 
quality on 13–14 May 1989 when a new common institution “The Baltic Assembly” 
was established by agreement between the Popular Front of Latvia, the Popular Front 
of Estonia “Rahvarinne”, and “Sajūdis” from Lithuania. At its first meeting the Baltic 
Assembly adopted a Declaration on the Rights of the Baltic Nations, wherein were 
 reiterated the rights of peoples to self-determination and freedom to choose their po-
litical status.49

Recognising that democratisation was deepening, a number of public organisa-
tions were emboldened to propose and to publish calls for complete independence of 
Latvia, understanding by this complete separation from the USSR, and also demand-
ing that Soviet armed forces be withdrawn from Latvia. The group “Helsinki-86”, the 
Environment Protection Club and the Latvian National Independence Movement were 
the first organisations to formulate these political goals. 

LNNK — the largest and most influential of these organisations — in its first Con-
gress held on 18–19 February 1989, clearly and unequivocally announced their goal to 
be restoration of a democratic and independent Republic of Latvia based on the Con-
stitution of the Republic of Latvia as adopted in 1922.50 The example of the Citizens 
Movement that had developed in Estonia, the Board of the LNNK appealed to the 
public on 19 March 1989 to enumerate the number of surviving citizens of the Repub-
lic of Latvia proclaimed in 1918 and to form Citizens’ Committees as the first step on 

47 Excerpts from the report (in Russian): Information gathered by agents of the Latvian SSR CSS about the 
detention of members of the National Democratic Movement of Latvia at unsanctioned meeting held in Red 
Square, Moscow. 29.11.88. SAB TSDC Archive, Documents of the counter-intelligence information system 
of the Latvian SSR CSS “Delta-Latvia”, item ДС##NS=0311994.

48 Latvijas Tautas frontes Domes aicinājums Latvijas vēlētājiem. 1988. gada 18. decembrī. Latvijas tautas fronte. 
Gads pirmais, 247. lpp.

49 Baltijas nāciju tiesību deklarācija. Tallinā, 1989. gada 14. maijā. Atmoda, Nr. 21, 29.05.89, 8. lpp. 
50 E. Berklava ievada uzruna, atklājot LNNK I kongresu 1989. gada 18. februārī. Tauta. Zeme. Valsts: Latvijas 

Nacionālās neatkarības kustība dokumentos. E. Pelkaus (sast.). Rīga: Latvijas Valsts arhīvs, 1995, 34. lpp.
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Fig. 6. The First Congress of the Latvian National  Independence 
Movement. Ogre, 18–19 February 1989. Photograph by 
 Mārtiņš  Zelmenis. Occupation Museum, 11756/5 

the road to recovery of the lost inde-
pendence.51 In their formulation 
only citizens of the Republic of Lat-
via and their descendants had the 
legal right to decide matters con-
cerning restoration of an indepen-
dent Latvia.

The process of democratisation 
progressively intensified in Latvia. 
One tangible result was legalisation, 
during the autumn of 1988, of the 
display of state symbols (flag, he-
rald ry, and anthem) from the Re-
public of Latvia, proclaimed in 1918, 
as well as the Latvian language ac-
corded the status of an official State 
language. The Council of Ministers 
of the Latvian SSR took a decision in 
February 1989 to cease uncontrolled migration to Latvia as well as unjustified arrival 
in Latvia of persons from other Soviet republics to take up permanent residence in 
Latvia. This decision was taken to reduce further intensification of national discord as 
well as to reduce the problem of ensuring adequate supply of deficit items. Transpa-
rency increased as well as freedom of speech, including in official media. 

Democratisation of society began to threaten the position of Party and Soviet 
state administrative bureaucrats, as well as retired Soviet military officers all of 
whom feared to lose their privileges. Some of these individuals opposed, as a mat-
ter of principle, any radical changes, including perestroika, as well as holding the 
view that separation of Latvia from the USSR would bring catastrophic conse-
quences. In late 1988 and at the start of 1989, representatives of this persuasion re-
plied to creation of the PFL by founding the International Front of the Working 
People of the Latvian SSR (Interfront) whose aim was to spare no effort in preserv-
ing the existing status of the Party and Soviet administration and to keep Latvia 
within the borders of the USSR. Counterpart organisations were created in Lithua-
nia and in Estonia, this testifying to coordination of the activities of the opponents 
of Baltic independence. Interfront did not gain any substantial following in Latvia 
and in fact helped consolidate the proponents of independence and a rise in the 
popularity of the PFL. 

Society in Latvia began to mobilise during the first year of the Awakening, re-
sponding to the ideological postulates of the reforms launched by M. Gorbachev, hop-
ing that these were implementable within the Soviet Union. Popular political activities 

51 LNNK padomes aicinājums apzināt Latvijas Republikas pilsoņus un veidot pilsoņu komitejas. Tauta. Zeme. 
Valsts. 40., 41. lpp.
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developed explosively. The situation in Riga was described as follows by V. Medvedev, 
Politburo Secretary of the CC CPSU after his visit to Latvia, on 11–14 November 1988: 
“Politically it was truly hellish stormy meetings, picketing, banners, heated discussions 
in auditoriums, on the streets and in city squares. Nothing like it was happening in 
Moscow. It had to wait its turn”.52 Within the span of one year, demands grew to such 
an extent that the CC CPL and its Presidium had to begin to take these into account. 
This pressure grew as the institutions of civil society were coming into being both as 
informal organisations and the consistently non-violent actions of the PFL carefully 
acting to unify society. In taking part in the elections of Peoples’ Deputies so soon 
after it was founded, the PFL showed that choice of the parliamentary route was sound 
in order to reach its goals. 

The well-established and venerable Latvian singing tradition took on a new form, 
mass public singing not only at song festivals, but also in everyday life. Folk music en-
sembles and choirs, comprising tens, even hundreds of individuals, launched patriotic 
concert tourneys, as well as being present at national political events, At these the 
voices of choir members were joined by thousands of other participants at meetings 
and demonstrations and at certain critical moments presented flowers to armed mili-
tary personnel that surrounded some events.53 These were occasions of peaceful non-
violent protest, often accompanied by songs, and have earned the title, “The Singing 
Revolution”.54 

Similar, if not always synchronised, political processes took place throughout the 
Baltic region given that these nations had shared an identical fate from the 19th century 
onwards. During the first year of National Awakening (June 1988 – May 1989), Latvia, 
Lithuania and Estonia were considered to be flag-bearers of the reforms launched by 
M. Gorbachev and an example for other Soviet republics to emulate.55

The Parliamentary route to restoration of independence  
(July 1989 – April 1990) 

The Popular Front of Latvia, holding true to decisions adopted at its First Con-
gress, continued to support the reforms process launched by M. Gorbachev until the 
PFL became ever more convinced that realisation of these reforms as regards real 
democracy in the republics and their sovereignty would be impossible. It was this 
conviction that pushed the Board of the PFL to formulate, on 31 May 1989, a cau-
tiously-worded Appeal to its rank-and-file members to discuss individually and in 

52 See an account of his work as member of the Gorbachev team, Медведев, В. А. В команде Горбачева. 
Взгляд изнутри. Москва: Былина, 1994, с. 83. 

53 Dreifelds, J. Latvia in Transition, pp. 53–54; also, Smidchens, G. The Power of Song: Nonviolent National Cul-
ture in the Baltic Singing Revolution. Washington: University of Washington Press, 2014, 416 pp.

54 Thomson, C. The Singing Revolution: A Political Journey Through the Baltic States. London: Joseph, 1992, 
p. 273.

55 Smith, G. The Resurgence of Nationalism. The Baltic States. The National Self-Determination of Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania, p. 139. 
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Fig. 7. The Baltic Way. Latvia, 23 August 1989. Photograph by 
Aivars Liepiņš 

groups the political goal of a complete 
political and economic independence 
for Latvia outside the confines of the 
USSR.56 

Restoration of an independent Re-
public of Latvia outside the USSR be-
came, from mid-1989 onwards, the 
most popular political slogan and one 
that determined the course of further 
political activities during the Awaken-
ing period. The Popular Front of Latvia 
responded by mobilising all of its forces 
and resources towards achieving this 
goal. It applied unremitting pressure on 
the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR 
which during 1989–1990 adopted a 
number of laws and decisions aimed at 
strengthening the sovereignty of the 
Latvian SSR as part of the USSR, up to 
and including on 11 January 1990 re-
moving the Constitutional provision for 
the leading role of the Communist 
Party in Latvia. 

On 23 August 1989, the PFL in 
close cooperation and coordination 
with its counterparts in Estonia and 
Lithuania organised an unprecedented 
political event, “The Baltic Way”. Mil-
lions of persons simultaneously joined 
hands to form a living chain stretching 
from Tallinn to Vilnius and passing 
through Riga. This action demonstrated 
unity of the Baltic peoples and their determination to regain independence. It also at-
tracted world-wide attention. 

The independence issue demonstrated the existence of two different approaches 
the essence and subtleties of which were not fully appreciated at that time by the ge-
neral public. One approach called for the restoration of independence by creating a 
new democratic parliamentary republic, one based on the democratic traditions of the 
Republic of Latvia. The alternative approach comprised insistence on the restoration 
of the Republic of Latvia as proclaimed 18 November 1918 and based on the Constitu-
tion adopted in 1922; this approach followed the Continuity Doctrine.

56 Visiem LTF biedriem. LTF Domes valdes 1989. gada 31. maija aicinājums. Latvijas Tautas fronte. Gads pir-
mais, 253.–254. lpp.; LTF muzejs (PFL Archive), 1. f., 1. apr., 89. l., 27. lp.
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LNNK insisted that the Republic of Latvia that had been proclaimed on 18 No-
vember 1918 must be restored; a similar position was taken by the Provisional Centre 
of the Citizens of Latvia Committees, by VAK, by the Radical PFL Association, “Hel-
sinki 86” and in particular its influential Riga unit, as well as a number of other radical 
groupings. It is important to note that no organisation called for restoration of the au-
thoritarian regime of K. Ulmanis and that all were in favour of a parliamentary repub-
lic. A different position was sustained by the Latvian Farmers Union whose leader 
 Alberts Kauls insisted independent Latvia to keep strong ties with the USSR.

At its 2nd Congress held in the autumn of 1989 the Popular Front of Latvia over-
whelmingly adopted the goal of restoration of independent Latvia, but was unable to 
decide which of the two options to follow. Jānis Škapars, who had presided over draft-
ing of the revised PFL Programme spoke eloquently to this issue during his  address to 
the 2nd Congress, “There were no differences of views on the issue of independence 
among those finalising the draft programme, about the right of the Latvian people to 
determine their future. However, the situation in Latvia as regards the Latvian people 
and state is a dualistic one. Thus views differed on the correct path to follow. On the 
one hand, some insist on the goal of restoring Latvia as it was previous to occupation 
in 1940. Others insist on the goal of an independent democratic state based on what it 
is now in 1989. The Programme contains elements of both positions.”57

The idea of restoration of an independent Latvia, based on the principle of state 
continuity, was legally sound and based on accepted principles of international law.58 
This approach was borrowed from that formulated for restoration of Estonian inde-
pendence. From March 1989 onwards, this approach was popularised by the LNNK, 
who advocated formation of Committees of Citizens of the Republic of Latvia, as well 
as by VAK, by the Radical PFL Association, “Helsinki 86” and in particular its influen-
tial Riga unit. 

Recourse to the doctrine of legal continuity was based on the fact that the Republic 
of Latvia proclaimed on 18 November 1918 had been internationally recognised as an 
independent state in the 1920s as the result of the Latvian nation exercising its right to 
self-determination, and had, furthermore, become a member of the League of Nations 
in 1921. The Constitution of the Republic of Latvia was adopted in 1922.

Three sovereign states, the Baltic States, were extinguished in 1940 following oc-
cupation and illegal annexation. Ample evidence, including documents, testifies to 
this fact, yet many Russian politicians continue to contest this view. In the past Boris 
Yeltsin, as President of the Russian Federation, admitted the illegality of the events 
of 1940 in an intergovernmental treaty signed on 29 July 1991 with Lithuania.59 In 

57 Škapars, J. Tēzes ziņojumam LTF 2. kongresā. Latvijas Tautas fronte. 1988.–1991. Rīga: Jāņa sēta, 1998, 
115. lpp.

58 Lēbers, D. A. Molotova–Ribentropa pakta juridiskās sekas Baltijas valstīs. Latvija divos laikposmos: 1918–
1928 un 1991–2001. Rīga: LU žurnāla “Latvijas Vēsture” fonds, 2001, 107.–158. lpp. 

59 Treaty between the Republic of Lithuania and the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic on the Basis 
for Relations Between States. Moscow, July 29, 1991. Negotiations with the Russian Federation Concerning 
the Withdrawal of Russian Military Forces from the Territory of the Republic of Lithuania. July 29, 1991 – 
September 8, 1992: Chronology and Collection of Documents. Vilnius: The Office of Public Affairs Supreme 
Council Republic of Lithuania, 1992, p. 38. 



73

his memoirs published in 1995 Mikhail Gorbachev also agreed with this interpreta-
tion, remarking that entry into the USSR of the Baltic States took place following a 
secret agreement with Germany and under conditions of occupation by the Red 
 Army.60 

Contrary to the actual state of affairs,both the territory of independent Latvia and 
its citizenship continued legally to exist.61 It was therefore necessary to register all citi-
zens of the Republic of Latvia and their descendants (recognised as such by the 1919 
Law on Citizenship) in advance of restoring the Republic of Latvia as proclaimed in 
1918. It was also necessary to renew implementation of the Constitution adopted in 
1922 and restart the function of governmental and administrative bodies listed in the 
Constitution. Following this approach it would suffice to renew sovereign power in a 
state that legally still existed. 

This approach was not completely ideal from the standpoint of international law 
and international relations practice. The Latvian SSR had existed for nearly 50 years, a 
relatively long period of time and it had been internationally recognised by a number 
of states, including Brazil, New Zealand, China, Cuba, Sweden, and all states belonging 
to the socialist bloc.62 Under these circumstances the real situation might have had 
legal consequences were it to be accepted by a majority of states and the principle ex 
iniuria ius non oritur (illegal acts do not create legal rights) become inapplicable.63 It 
was only due to the principled stand of the USA, Canada, and other Western States, i.e. 
the policy of non-recognition of annexation by the Soviet Union, that it was possible 
for Latvia to be renewed as an independent state de facto. 

The proposition that a new state was to be established became increasingly un-
popular during 1989, and even more so in early 1990 its proponents spoke about re-
newing an independent state leaving unspoken the creation of a new independent 
state. They hoped thereby to have complete freedom to manoeuvre in resolving the 
citizenship issue (which had assumed enormous proportion), to avoid restitution of 
nationalised property, as well as to lay claim to part of property owned by the USSR. In 
a speech to the plenary session of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR, on 4 May 
1990, the deputy Andris Plotnieks expressed his opinion that the Republic of 
Latvia  should be an amalgam, the legal successor of the Republic proclaimed on 

60 Горбачев, М. Жизнь и реформы, кн. 1, с. 511.
61 An expert-specialist working group, formed in 1989 by the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR, carried out 

a legal assessment on Soviet occupation and annexation of Latvia. Its findings were published as: Darba 
grupas atzinums. Literatūra un Māksla, Nr. 49, 09.12.89, 2. lpp.

62 The illegality of occupation and incorporation of the Baltic States by the USSR was most enduringly and 
unflinchingly condemned and the outcome publically deemed as illegal by the USA. Many other states were 
reluctant or inconsistent in their publically expressed views, still others refused to comment on the issue 
(Finland). When international recognition started to happen from late August 1991 onwards, some states 
recognised Latvian independence as having been restored, whereas other states recognised a new independ-
ent state. See a compilation of the instruments of recognition: Dokumenti par Latvijas valsts starptautisko 
atzīšanu, neatkarības atjaunošanu un diplomātiskajiem sakariem. 1918–1998. Rīga: Nordik, 1999, 215.–
249. lpp.

63 Ziemele, I. State Continuity and Nationality: The Baltic States and Russia. Past, Present and Future as Defined 
by International Law. Leiden, Boston: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2005, p. 9.
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18   November  1918, and of the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic.64 Some past politi-
cians still consider that in abandoning legal continuity with the Latvian SSR Latvia lost 
an opportunity to claim part of the Soviet weapons arsenal, as well as to collect part of 
the foreign debt owed to the USSR.65 

The proposal to rebuild the Republic of Latvia certainly possessed a number of 
rational benefits. It also was fraught with a number of dangerous risks. First, citizen-
ship would be automatic for all residents of the Republic, and given the hundreds of 
 thousands of Soviet-era migrants this would pose a serious threat to the interests of 
the Latvian nation. During the period of Soviet rule, the percentage of Latvians in 
Latvia had fallen to a critically low level, barely exceeding one-half of the total number 
of residents. Second, the USSR might then demand that the new legal procedure that 
it had established for secession of a Union Republic would have to be respected, 
which would practically would stop all further progress towards independence. Third, 
Latvia would have to assume some of the engagements and debts incurred by the 
USSR.

During the Awakening period of revolutionary change, initially little thought was 
given to the manner in which the goal of independence outside the USSR might be 
reached. One route was identified as the international legal route wherein it was hoped 
that international organisations would facilitate ending Soviet occupation of Latvia 
and the other Baltic States, given the evident wish of the Baltic peoples and the in-
formal organisations that would represent them. Thus, in its Memorandum of 18 De-
cember 1988 to the United Nations (UN) Security Council, LNNK asked that the 
UN  General Assembly should consider the issue of renewal of the sovereignty of the 
Baltic States.66 Advocates of following this route did not understand practical aspects 
of international relations nor realpolitik: they hoped that termination of Soviet occu-
pation and restoration of Baltic independence would come about once this issue was 
decided by the UN International Court of Justice. Examination of UN Archives show 
that up until September 1991 the question of Baltic States’ independence never ap-
peared in any session of the UN General Assembly, the UN Security Council, or on the 
agenda of any UN Institution. Evidently the majority of UN Member States did not 
want to pick a quarrel with and complicate its relation with the USSR as Permanent 
Member of the UN Security Council.

The notion that independence would be regained solely based on international law 
evolved rapidly. Soon an updated strategy was adopted, akin to what had occurred in 
Estonia. The revised approach was based on first enumerating the number of citizens 
of the Republic of Latvia and then mobilising them to act based on the doctrine of 
state continuity. In their call for such citizens to be identified and then to be organised 
into Citizens’ Committees, the Board of LNNK in 1989 also stated that “the only indi-

64 LR AP 1. sesijas 2. sēdes (1990. gada 4. maijā) stenogramma (record of the session). Latvijas Vēstnesis: Doku-
menti: Latvijas Republikas Augstākās Padomes (1990–1993) stenogrammas. 2. burtn., 2004, 56. lpp.

65 Bojārs, J. Starptautiskās publiskās tiesības I. Trešais pārstrādātais izdevums. Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 2004, 
409. lpp.

66 Tauta. Zeme. Valsts: Latvijas Nacionālās neatkarības kustība dokumentos, 27. lpp.
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viduals legally competent to decide the fate of Latvia are its citizens (all who had 
Latvian citizenship as of 17 June 1940 and their descendants), independent of whether 
they have been constrained to live in the USSR or in exile.67 

The Provisional Communications Centre of the Latvian Citizens’ Committees un-
dertook the task of enumerating the citizens of the Republic of Latvia; the Centre 
drafted rules of procedure and designed sample registration forms. The Centre also 
organised and led the process of establishing the network of Citizens’ Committees. By 
December 1989, the number of registered individuals exceeded 700 00068, i.e. nearly 
three times more than the total number of PFL members. In the spring of 1990, at a 
time just before elections to the Congress of Latvian Citizens, the total number regis-
tered was 806 974.69 In May 1990, 67% of all Latvians supported the Citizens’ Move-
ment (support for the PFL was 89%).70

Popularity of the Citizens’ Movement was not solely due to intense agitation and 
propaganda. There was an underlying fear that the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR 
might adopt a Law on Citizenship of the Latvian SSR. In fact, a working party had 
been created and had produced a draft law, which, were it to be adopted, could be a 
step towards legitimation of the Soviet regime in Latvia.

In the light of popular high spirits of the time, legal procedures and supporting 
documents played only a secondary role in enumerating the citizens of the Republic of 
Latvia. Often results were based on assertions, rather than on legal documents. 

The very active public response to enumerate citizens of the Republic of Latvia 
and formation of Citizens’ Committees induced caution in the most influential politi-
cal organisation of the time — the Popular Front of Latvia and its leadership; the latter 
had not been consistent in their approach to resolving the citizenship issue. After scor-
ing an electoral success in the elections of 26 March 1989 for USSR Peoples’ Deputies 
and, based on experience that it had gained, the PFL began to consider regaining inde-
pendence through exploitation of the Soviet electoral system, i.e. through PFL mem-
bers and supporters achieving majorities in Local Government Councils and in the 
Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR. Thus, there were three alternative routes to regain-
ing Latvian State Sovereignty, described in the decision taken on 10 June 1989 by the 
Board of the Popular Front of Latvia:

1)  Participation in upcoming elections to the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR;
2)  Creation of Latvian Citizens’ Committees;
3)  Following the route of regaining independence solely based on international 

law.71

67 Tauta. Zeme. Valsts: Latvijas Nacionālās neatkarības kustība dokumentos, 40.–41. lpp.
68 Apals, G. Latvijas Nacionālās neatkarības kustība (1988. gada jūnijs – 1991. gada decembris). Latvijas 

Vēsture, Nr. 3, 1992, 29. lpp. 
69 A copy of this press release, “Latvijas Republikas Pilsoņu Kongresa preses relīze. 1990, 30. aprīlis”, is held by 

the author in his personal archive. 
70 Pauliņš, A. Par Latvijas sabiedrisko domu maijā – bez emocijām. Atmoda, Nr. 25, 1990, 26. jūn., 11. lpp.
71 Par LTF Valdes 31. maija Aicinājumu. LTF Domes 1989. gada 10. jūnija lēmums. Latvijas Tautas fronte. Gads 

pirmais, 255. lpp.
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The Citizens’ Committees intended to regain national independence through re-
course to the UN, and to other international organisations, basing their case for resto-
ration on international legal norms. For this to succeed it might be important that the 
claim be presented by legitimate representatives of the Latvian nations. In this sense the 
international legal route was identical with that advocated by the Citizens’ Commit-
tees, excepting that the appeal be launched and sustained by any organisation, i.e. one 
whose remit was not exclusively based on citizenship and representation of the in terests 
of the Latvian nation. Advocates of this approach, in the same way as the Citizens’ 
Committees, pinned their hopes for success on support from the USA and other West-
ern countries that had never accepted the Baltic States to have been annexed  legally.

Initially the Board of the PFL tactfully invited its constituent groupings and chap-
ters to debate which of the routes to follow; however, in its Decision adopted on 
5  August 1989 it was stated that, “the principal task of the PFL is to take an active part 
in the upcoming elections, to arrive at the supreme organ of power to be constituted 
that would achieve restoration of Latvian state independence.”72 On the other hand, it 
left the choice of participation in the enumeration of citizens up to individuals and 
chapters taking these decisions independently.73 This position of the Board was en-
dorsed at the 2nd PFL Congress.74

The attitude of the Latvian exile community living abroad initially responded very 
favourably to formation of the Citizens’ Committees. Many individuals availed them-
selves of the possibility and registered themselves in their countries of residence that 
the enumeration of Latvian Citizens campaign had reached out to. Nevertheless, even 
at that time the leadership of the World Federation of Free Latvians took a cautious 
position vis-à-vis the approach advocated by the Citizens’ Committees. According to 
Jānis Ritenis, a long-standing member of its Board, commenting on the situation in 
the run up to the 2nd PFL Congress during the summer and early autumn of 1989, “we 
recommended that the PFL programme … focus on acquiring power, not on justifying 
our rights, the latter being in reality a lengthy process, particularly were the Citizens’ 
Committees become part of it.”75 

Opinion was divided among activists and their supporters seeking independence 
as to whether the Latvian Citizens’ Movement was a viable alternative to participation 
in elections to Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR, or whether these approaches were 
complementary. This confrontation was added to by individual members of the PFL 
Board publicly condemning the enumeration of citizens. The first chairman of the 
PFL, Dainis Ivāns, recalls that, “Following exclusively the route of enumerating Latvian 
citizens did not appear to be sufficiently liberal, and it was incompatible with the route 
we already had embarked upon.”76 

72 Par attieksmi pret pilsoņu reģistrāciju. LTF Domes 1989. gada 5. augusta lēmums. Latvijas Tautas fronte. 
Gads pirmais, 265. lpp.

73 Ibid., 264. lpp.
74 Latvijas Tautas frontes 2. kongress. Programma. Statūti. Rezolūcijas, Rīga: LTF, 1990, 6.–7. lpp.
75 Ritenis, J. Diplomātiskā cīņa par Latvijas Republikas suverenitātes atjaunošanu. Rīga: LU žurnāla “Latvijas 

Vēsture” fonds, 1999, 90.–91. lpp.
76 Īvāns, D. Gadījuma karakalps. Rīga: Vieda, 1995, 239. lpp.
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Fig. 8. Dainis Īvāns, Chairman of the PFL, at the USSR 
Congress of Peoples’ Deputies (M. Gorbachev, behind, on 
the right). Moscow, 1990. Personal archive of D. Īvāns 

The idea that independence could be 
achieved relying on international law 
continued to evolve and develop and, in 
fact, it was integrated into all of the pro-
posed routes to achieving independence 
outside the confines of the USSR. This 
concept was present from the very start 
as the ideological basis for the Latvian 
Citizens Movement. Initially the PFL 
only referred to this idea very theoreti-
cally, but rather soon identified it as one 
avenue to pursue to arrive at independ-
ence. The PFL leadership began to send 
appeals to the UN International Court 
and to international organisations know-
ing full well that Moscow would not ac-
cept any resulting decisions not in its fa-
vour.77 The Baltic Assembly, on 31 August 
1989, with the Peoples’ Fronts of Estonia and Latvia and “Sajūdis” from Lithuania act-
ing jointly, invited the UN General Secretary to send an international commission to 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania to investigate the legal status of the Baltic peoples and 
then to put the Baltic question on the agenda of the UN General Assembly.78 It was 
important that the fate of the Baltic peoples not be considered as an internal matter of 
the USSR, but a problem to be resolved internationally.

Various actions undertaken by the deputies elected from Latvia, on 26 March 
1989, with the support of the PFL to the USSR Congress of Peoples’ Deputies strength-
ened the political and legal arguments for restoration of independence. The deputies 
were able, with the support of colleagues elected from Estonia and Lithuania, to 
convince the USSR Congress of Peoples’ Deputies to adopt, on 24 December 1989, a 
resolution declaring illegal and to be null and void from the moment of their adoption 
the secret protocols of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact that led to the occupation and 
annexation of the Baltic States. This decision was highly significant as regards the re-
storation of Baltic State independence.79

The parliamentary route to independence foresaw active participation by the PFL 
in the upcoming elections to the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR. The choice made 
to embark on this route undoubtedly determined the real political basis for actions of 
the PFL as well as positive experience gained during elections for USSR Peoples’ Dep-
uties. A similar decision to follow the parliamentary route was also taken in Lithuania 
and Estonia.

77 Balode, D. Ejam tālāk. Intervija ar LTF priekšsēdētāja vietnieku Ivaru Godmani. Atmoda, Nr. 58/59, 1989, 
19. dec., 3. lpp.

78 Igaunijas un Latvijas Tautas frontes un Lietuvas pārbūves kustības “Sajūdis” Baltijas Padomes aicinājums 
ANO ģenerālsekretāram. Padomju Jaunatne, Nr. 170, 05.09.89, 1. lpp.

79 See Яковлев, А. Сумерки. Москва: Материк, 2003, с. 418–419.
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Fig. 9. PFL political billboard, elections to the Supreme Soviet 
of the Latvian SSR, 18 March 1990

The decision by the PFL to par-
ticipate in the elections to the Su-
preme Soviet of the Latvian SSR 
demonstrated its political choice of 
the path to independence and con-
tradicted itself both legally and po-
litically. The PFL, at its 2nd Congress 
in October 1989, had declared the 
establishment of Soviet power in 
Latvia in 1940 to be an illegal act.80 
Thus participation in elections for 
the highest level of Soviet institu-
tional rule might be construed to 
legitimate Soviet power in Latvia, 
possibly creating dangerous pro-
blems for later recourse to interna-
tional law in the pursuit of Latvian 
independence. These elections fur-

thermore could not be seen as fair according to international legal standards, since 
there were no restrictions on voting by members of the USSR armed forces and their 
families, irrespective of their citizenship and taking part both actively and passively. 
These elections by Soviet law allowed participation not only of citizens of Latvia, but 
also Soviet citizens resident in Latvia, or those who happened to be in Latvia on the 
day voting takes place.

The strongest aspect of the parliamentary road was that elections to the Supreme 
Soviet of the Latvian SSR were based on Soviet law, in contrast to the approach taken 
by the Citizens’ Committees the creation of which had been officially recognised as 
 illegal and anti-constitutional. The Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR was urged to 
defend republican sovereignty that the USSR guaranteed by Article 81 of the USSR 
Constitution. Additionally, the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR, on 28 June 1989, 
following the constitutional norms in force, had revised the Constitution of the Latvian 
SSR greatly enhancing the legal remit of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR on the 
territory of the Latvian SSR. 

Initially, the newly elected Convocation of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR 
was nothing more than an organ of Soviet power on an occupied and annexed terri-
tory. However, its declared goal to extinguish a long-standing violation of international 
law and to renew past independence de facto was legally sound from the standpoint of 
international law. 

Successful passage along the parliamentary route was also helped by PFL involve-
ment in the elections for deputies to local Peoples’ Councils that took place on 10 De-
cember 1989 in advance of elections to the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR. Despite 

80 Rezolūcija Nr. 1 “Par 1940. gada politisko notikumu novērtējumu”. Latvijas Tautas frontes 2. kongress. Pro-
gramma. Statūti. Rezolūcijas, 28. lpp.
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Fig. 10. Meeting of local council deputies 
from all parts of Latvia at which 8003 
deputies voted in favour of Latvian indepen-
dence. Rīga, 21 April 1990. Photograph by  
Viktors Ļisicins

the issue of independence playing a modest role in this 
electoral campaign the PFL scored a convincing victory 
in that its supported deputies formed a majority in al-
most all local councils. This result appreciably facilitated 
PFL participation in the elections to the Supreme Soviet 
of the Latvian SSR as well as pursuit of the parliamen-
tary route to independence. One particular event de-
serves special recognition, i.e. the meeting, held on 
21 April 1990 in the “Daugava” Stadium in Riga, of de-
puties from Local Councils from all parts of Latvia. At 
this meeting 8003 out of 8086 participants, deputies at 
all levels of local councils, agreed a resolution calling for 
restoration of independent Latvian state indepen-
dence.81 

The goal of restoring an independent state was ex-
plicitly present in the PFL electoral platform: “Our goal 
is an independent State of Latvia, one that follows on 
and further develops the democratic and parliamentary 
traditions of the Republic of Latvia. The newly elected 
Convocation of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR 
must create all of the conditions that will promote the 
restoration of Latvian state independence.”82 What was 
not stated up until the elections of 18 March 1990 was 
the nature of this state. Was the goal to restore de jure 
the legally extant but in reality absent state proclaimed 
in 1918 and based on the constitution adopted in 1922, 
or a completely new independent state formation? The Second PFL Programme 
adopted in 1989 also contained no answer to this question. 

When starting along the parliamentary route to independence the PFL leadership 
were convinced that there were insufficient reasons present to renew the 1920s and 
1930s parliamentary form of state governance since “national radical views ought not 
to intrude on democratic decisions”.83 According to Ivars Godmanis, “conceptually our 
intention is to create anew the independent Latvian state, not to restore the state as it 
once existed for 20 years.”84 Jānis Škapars was in full agreement: “it may be paradoxical, 
but the future of Latvia will have to be based on current-day, deformed Latvia.”85

It is not known precisely when the PFL leadership changed its position on this 
issue. It is possible that change was due to increased activities by the Latvian Citizens’ 

81 Aicinājums Latvijas PSR Augstākajai Padomei un Latvijas tautai. Pieņemts Latvijas visu līmeņu padomju 
deputātu sapulcē Rīgā “Daugavas” stadionā 1990. gada 21. aprīlī. Cīņa, Nr. 91, 24.04.1990, 1. lpp.

82 LTF vēlēšanu platforma Augstākās Padomes vēlēšanām 1990. gada 3. februārī. TFM,1.  f., 1. apr., 62. l., 
122. lp.; Atmoda, Nr. 6, 13.02.90, 2. lpp.

83 Laķis, P. Neatkarība – pašmērķis vai līdzeklis? Atmoda, 23.06.89, 6. lpp.
84 Godmanis, I. Par LTF Domes valdes 31. maija Aicinājumu. Atmoda, 24.07.89, 2. lpp.
85 Škapars, J. Latvijas suverenitāte un 31. maija Aicinājums. Padomju Jaunatne, Nr. 149, 04.08.89, 3. lpp.
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Committees and popular support for them during the run up to the elections to the 
Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR. Most likely, so as not to lose part of their elector-
ate, the PFL leadership decided not to advertise their own views publicly. In any event 
work that began immediately after the elections to draft a Declaration on Independ-
ence, up until adoption of this Declaration on 4 May 1990, was based solely on the 
state continuity principle, foreseeing restoring the Republic of Latvia based on the 
1922 Constitution. 

Leaders of the Latvian Citizens’ Movement continued with their legally sound, but 
politically unrealistic platform, and even issued an Appeal to voters to boycott the par-
liamentary route to independence chosen by the PFL: “The present elections to the 
Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR are not legitimate and democratic since they are 
taking place in the presence of an army of occupation, with voting by citizens of the 
occupying state (…) Declaring these elections to the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian 
SSR to be legitimate would mean accepting the consequences of the 1940 occupa-
tion.”86 The leaders of the PFL were able, shortly before voting day, to persuade activists 
of the Latvian Citizens’ Movement to refrain from further public confrontation about 
the manner in which independence was going to be sought. Several members of the 
Latvian Citizens’ Movement were included by the PFL in its candidate lists and stood 
for election. In all, 19 deputies from the Latvian Citizens’ Movement were elected.

The Popular Front of Latvia won the elections of 18 March 1990 for the Supreme 
Soviet of the Latvian SSR with nearly 2/3 of all elected deputies. This parliamentary 
majority meant that the principal goal of the PFL could be reached — adoption on 
4 May 1990 of the Declaration “On the Restoration of Independence of the Republic of 
Latvia”.

A decision adopted on 30 April 1990 by the Congress of Citizens of the Republic 
of Latvia, “On renewal of legitimate state power on the territory of the Republic of 
Latvia”, contains no mention of how an independent state would next come about; 
the opposite is true for the case of the Declaration on Independence of 4 May adopted 
by the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia.87 The Latvian Citizens’ Congress, 
in fact, accepted that the Republic of Latvia had been occupied and annexed by the 
USSR and that all power was exercised by the USSR through local bodies. It was fur-
ther noted that representatives of the Citizens’ Congress were prepared to negotiate 
with representatives of the Latvian SSR on renewal of Latvian independence based 
upon the principle of legal continuity, and, furthermore, that, if necessary, the Citi-
zens’ Congress would assume legislative and executive powers during any transition 
period. The Latvian Citizens’ Congress thus admitted itself to be powerless and not 
in a position to influence how an independent Republic of Latvia would be renewed.

The greatest shortcoming of the approach advocated by the Citizens’ Movement 
was their inflexible position as regards how independence would be regained together 
with a lack of realism in their approach. The Latvian Citizens’ Congress was unable to 

86 LR Pilsoņu komitejas uzsaukums LR pilsoņiem, visiem Latvijas iedzīvotājiem. Atmoda, Nr. 6, 13.02.90, 
14. lpp.

87 4. maijs. Rakstu, atmiņu un dokumentu krājums par Neatkarības deklarāciju, 377. lpp.
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Fig. 11. Opening session, 30 April 1990, of the Congress of Citizens 
of the Republic of Latvia, Riga. Photograph by Uldis Briedis

propose any reasonable way to 
achieve its goal. It is for similar rea-
sons that the citizens’ congresses did 
not become significant political 
players in either Latvia or Estonia.88 
Nevertheless, citizens’ movements 
and institutions that they created 
were largely responsible for inde-
pendence to be regained in both 
Latvia and Estonia based on the 
continuity doctrine. No citizens’ 
movement appeared in Lithuania as 
no dramatic changes in the national 
composition had taken place there 
during the period of Soviet rule. 

The Popular Front of Latvia 
adopted the legal position formu-
lated by the Citizens’ Movement and avoided taking detours and making compro-
mises. The parliamentary road to independence followed by the Peoples’ Front com-
prised the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia and the government that it 
formed. 

Transition period to full independence (May 1990 – August 1991)

The newly elected Supreme Council of Latvia, given its substantial majority PFL, 
adopted at its first session on 4 May 1990 a Declaration “On the Restoration of Inde-
pendence of the Republic of Latvia”.89 The Supreme Council of Lithuania had declared 
its independence on 11 March 1990. And on 30 March 1990, the Estonian Supreme 
Council declared the beginning of a transition period to restoration of the Republic of 
Estonia (restitutio ad integrum). 

On 15 March 1990, M. Gorbachev became the first, and, as it turned out, the only 
President of the USSR, and once again declared his unflinching determination to pre-
serve the unity of the USSR.90 The Politburo in Moscow considered force against 
Lithuania, but instead decided to rely upon political measures and economic sanc-
tions.91 It was under such circumstances that Latvia, as the last of the Baltic republics, 
had to decide which path to follow to regain its independence.

The majority of deputies in the PFL faction selected to the Supreme Council were 

88 Misiunas, R. J., Taagepera, R. The Baltic States. Years of Dependence. 1940–1990, p. 334.
89 Latvijas Republikas Augstākās Padomes un Valdības Ziņotājs, Nr. 20, 1990, 356. lpp.
90 Союз можно было сохранить. Белая книга. Документы и факты о политике М. С. Горбачева по ре-

фор мированию и сохранению многонационального государства. В. Т. Логинов (ред.). 2-е изд., перераб. 
и доп. Москва: АСТ, 2007, с. 140.

91 Ibid., с. 141, 142.
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Fig. 12. Personal voting slip of a deputy of the 
Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia 
 concerning the Declaration on Restoration of 
Latvian independence. 4 May 1990 

in favour of a “maximalist” declaration, one that in 
contrast to a “minimalist” version would call for 
the immediate renewal of independence, and was 
closer to the declaration adopted by Lithuania. 
The supporters of a “minimum” text pointed to the 
tense relations between the USSR and Lithuania 
after 11 March 1990. Use of military force by Mos-
cow against Lithuania could not be excluded. As a 
result of these discussions the “maximum” version 
of a Declaration on Independence was “softened” 
by inclusion of a transition period. During this 
transition period the 1922 Constitution was only 
partially in force and it was foreseen that those 
provisions of the Constitution of the Latvian SSR 
and other laws would be followed providing these 
did not contradict articles 1, 2, 3 and 6 of the 1922 
Constitution.92 The highest body exercising power 
during this time would be the Supreme Council of 
the Republic of Latvia. Provision for a transition 
period has been seen by some as yielding to Mos-
cow, the period was practically necessary in order 
to renew an independent national economy and 
cut links with the economy of the USSR and to 
form a democratic public supported by an appro-
priate political and legal  system. 

In declaring the independence of Latvia to be 
restored, the Supreme Council followed the constitutional doctrine that was advocated 
by the Latvian Citizens’ Congress. It is asserted in the Declaration of 4 May that “An-
nexation of the Republic of Latvia by the Soviet Union is not in force according to in-
ternational law.” It is also stated in this Declaration that relations between Latvia and 
the USSR would be based on the Peace Treaty of 11 August 1920 between Latvia and 
Russia, wherein the independence of Latvia is re cognised in perpetuity.

Ten days later, M. Gorbachev signed a decree of the Latvian declaration on inde-
pen dence to be anti-constitutional and not to be in force. However, no special meas-
ures were undertaken against Latvia. It is possible that at that time M. Gorbachev was 
largely preoccupied with a more pressing problem, political struggle with B.   Yeltsin 
who had in May 1990 become Chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the RSFSR and who 
on 12 June convinced this body to declare the state independence of the Russian Fe-
deration. 

The Declaration on Independence adopted by the Supreme Council of Latvia and 
the transition period that it provided for meant that a period of dual government 

92 These provisions of the Latvian Constitution specify the legal constitutional basis of Latvia, and may only be 
changed by a referendum.
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Fig. 13. Shortly after the evening session at which the Latvian 
 Supreme adopted the Declaration on Restoration of Latvian 
Independence, Supreme Council Chairman Anatolijs Gorbunovs 
 appeared on the balcony of the Supreme Council building. 
Rīga, 4 May 1990. Photograph by Uldis Briedis. LVKFFDA, 
No. 130675N

( diarchy) set in: on the one hand, 
there were located the Latvian Su-
preme Council and the government 
that it formed, and on the other 
hand, there were many administra-
tive bodies subordinate to Moscow 
who refused to accept this govern-
ment as legitimate. The USSR in not 
recognising the independence of Lat-
via continued to command directly 
the loyalty of a number of institu-
tions and undertakings on the terri-
tory of Latvia: the CSS, the Prosecu-
tor’s Office, various militia structures 
and units, draft boards and some of 
the largest industrial undertakings. 
For example, the Prosecutor’s Office 
of the Latvian SSR continued to over-
see respect of USSR law and contin-
ued to initiate criminal proceedings, 
while the Military Draft Boards con-
tinued to process the call-up of Latvian youths for service in the Soviet Armed Forces.

Each of these governing bodies relied upon an ideological centre (the PFL or the 
CPL) and group of supporters. Each also possessed its own Constitution and law as 
the basis for their work. The USSR possessed military force, financial and material re-
sources, whereas the Supreme Council was supported by the majority of the people 
and had both the strength of conviction and determination to regain independence. 
Local councils, most enterprises and local administrative bodies, the courts and militia 
as well as an alternative Prosecutor’s Office that paralleled the work of the Prosecutor’s 
Office subordinated to Moscow recognised the authority of the Supreme Council. The 
Latvian Supreme Council and Government were capable of resolving approximately 
one-third of the issues that face the government of an independent state.

A singular challenge that the newly elected Supreme Council and Government 
had to face during the transition period was the necessity to demonstrate their compe-
tence to deal with major political and social-economic issues under conditions of in-
tense political struggle. The goal was complete freedom from the Soviet Union. Soviet 
Constitutional provisions and law stated that the task of Peoples’ Deputies was to im-
plement the demands made by voters and public organisations. On 3 March 1991, 
87.6% of the residents of Latvia took part in a consultative survey of public opinion, 
and of these, 73.68% expressed themselves to be in favour of a democratic and 
 independent Republic of Latvia.93 The results of this public opinion survey greatly 

93 Par LR 1991. gada 3. marta iedzīvotāju aptaujas rezultātiem. LR AP un Valdības Ziņotājs. Nr. 17/18, 1991, 
128. punkts.
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Fig. 14. Boris Yeltsin, Chairman of the 
 Supreme Council of the RSFSR, addressing 
the Supreme Council of the Republic of 
 Latvia, Riga, 1 August 1990. Photograph by 
Boriss Koļesņikovs 

 facilitated attaining the goals of the parliamentary route 
and they also took away any hope from M. Gorbachev to 
achieve through a referendum, as was the case for se-
veral other Soviet republics, that Latvia would remain 
within the Soviet Union. The Baltic States were no 
longer invited, as of April 1991 onwards, to participate 
in finalis ing drafts of the new Union Treaty.94

The old political system inherited from the Soviet 
period needed to be fully dismantled and replaced by a 
political and legal system appropriate to democratic so-
ciety. Transition from a totalitarian regime to a demo-
cratic one that occurred simultaneously while moving 
from a planned, command economy to one based on 
free market values was another unique challenge of the 
transition period. There had previously been no similar 
transition to emulate. 

The political strategy followed throughout the tran-
sition period did not change fundamentally: consistent 
recourse to non-violent protest, avoiding all conflicts 
and provocations that might lead to violence or use of 
military force. In circumstances where the Soviet Union 
and defenders of the old regime enjoyed overwhelming 
advantage in terms of military force and other resources, 
only non-violent protest could help in reaching the goal 
of independence. There have been few occasions in his-
tory where parliaments and governments have had to 

deal with such issues solely through negotiations and convincing the opponents. The 
Latvian Supreme Council found itself continuously opposing the USSR and its institu-
tions and thus the Supreme Council had to resort to methods characteristic of an op-
position.

A fundamental part of the political strategy followed in relations with the USSR 
comprised dialogue, negotiations and the art of compromise. Although holding negoti-
ations was disadvantageous to the Soviet Union, it was constrained to engage in dia-
logue with Latvia, and it could not break this off for fear of alienating world opinion.95 
According to M. Gorbachev, independence for Latvia could only come about were pro-
visions satisfied of the USSR Constitution and a USSR law, hurriedly passed on 3 April 
1990, that prescribed the procedures to be followed for secession of a Union Republic 

94 Варенников, В., Павлов, В., Янаев, Г. Крючков. КГБ накануне путча. Москва: Алгоритм, 2013, с. 17.
95 In its dialogue with Latvia the Soviet Union avoided using the term “talks or negotiations”, instead referring 

to “consultations”. The CC CPSU was forced to admit its disappointment that even the central Soviet press 
described these consultations as talks. See the letter of 5 April 1991 by A. Girenko (Гиренко) addressed to 
M. Gorbachev, that was distributed to all members of the CC CPSU and the Security Council of the USSR. 
Российский государственный архив новейшей истории (РГАНИ), ф. 89, перечень 28, док. №  33, 
лл. 1–3.
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Fig. 15. Joint session of the three Baltic Parliaments, Vilnius, 
1 December 1990. Photograph by Raimundas Šuika (Lithuanian 
State Archives)

from the USSR.96 The purpose of 
this law was to prevent secession of 
any republic from the USSR. The 
dia logue that took place was highly 
formal, in reality a one-sided mono-
logue by a large state, it, however, did 
relax political tensions somewhat, 
given that M. Gorbachev had also to 
consider the support for the Baltic 
States given by B. Yeltsin and demo-
cratic forces in Russia to the Latvian 
struggle for indepen dence. 

The Latvian people had always 
had great hopes for the decisive role 
played by Western countries in reso-
lution of the independence issue. 
Expectations that the West would 
quickly grant international recogni-
tion to independent Latvia were disappointed and discouraging. Western countries 
did begin to pay greater attention to the Baltic independence issue. This increased at-
tention was partially due to political activities by émigré organisations in the USA, 
Australia, Great Britain, Canada, Sweden, and elsewhere. The most significant 
achievement in the Baltic States due to international visibility was that the Soviet 
Union hesitated to use the full force of its military in Latvia and in the other Baltic 
States. Acting by itself, Latvia could not have avoided Soviet military sanctions.97

As has been noted by Western scholars the greatest support along the Baltic road 
to freedom was not that offered by the West, but, paradoxically, by allies within the 
Soviet Union itself.98 At first M. Gorbachev supported and defended the Baltic Peoples’ 
Fronts; later, B. Yeltsin allied himself with Baltic aspirations in order to gain so vereignty 
for the Russian Federation.99 

96 Par to jautājumu risināšanas kārtību, kuri saistīti ar savienotās republikas izstāšanos no PSRS (PSRS 1990. 
gada 3. aprīļa likums). PSRS Tautas Deputātu Kongresa un PSRS Augstākās Padomes Ziņotājs, Nr. 15, 1990, 
252. punkts. (The law of the USSR concerning the procedure of secession of a Soviet Republic from the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics). This law required holding a referendum on secession at which at least 
2/3 of the citizens of a Union Republic must vote in favour of secession. Furthermore a transition period 
of up to five years would be instituted at the end of which one-tenth of the residents of the republic could 
demand holding a further referendum.

97 In his analysis of events in Baku during January 1990, M. Gorbachev has concluded that, “those in power 
cannot avoid using force in extreme situations”. Горбачев, М. Жизнь и реформы, кн. 1, с. 520.

98 Beissinger, M. R. The Intersection of Ethnic Nationalism and People Power Tactics in the Baltic States. 
1987–91. Civil Resistance & Power Politics. The Experience of Non-violent Action from Gandhi to the Present. 
A. Roberts, T. Garton Ash (eds.). Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012, pp. 245–246.

99 When M. Gorbachev and B. Yeltsin, each for different reason, sought to play the “Baltic Card”, this helped, 
rather than hindered the Baltic States in their political campaigns. See, Hidden, J., Salmon, P. The Baltic 
Nations and Europe. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania in the Twentieth Century. Revised edition. London, New 
York: Longman, 1995, p. 181.
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Unity of the Baltic States was particularly evident during the process of their re-
gaining independence. The “peoples’ diplomacy” characteristic of the Awakening pe-
riod carried over to the transition period and was enhanced by institutionalised inter-
governmental cooperation. Baltic cooperation approached its maximum intensity 
during the transition period, although it could have been closer economically and with 
respect to adopting legislation. Joint actions undertaken by the Baltic States attracted 
world attention to the aspirations of these states to regain independence and helped to 
overcome previously held views that these issues were no longer an internal concern of 
the Soviet Union. One of these actions was a joint session of deputies of all three Baltic 
Supreme Councils that was held on 1 December 1990 in Vilnius. This is the only 
known instance in the history of such a joint parliamentary meeting, including the 
presence of opposition deputies. This one-off action was organised to attract world at-
tention to the Baltic striving for independence and to prevent the USSR from resorting 
to the use of force.100 The united Baltic demands and their coordinated politics ham-
pered M. Gorbachev’s efforts to keep them within the Soviet Union. 

Attempts at restoring the lost positions of the Soviet regime

The opponents of independence by no means were prepared to acquiesce with 
their loss of power and tolerate the renewed states’ course to full independence and 
separation from the Soviet Union. Sensing that the reaction from Moscow was insuffi-
ciently active in regard to the Baltic question, opponents of Latvian independence 
formed an alliance with orthodox Communists in Lithuania and Estonia to undertake 
initiatives of their own accord. A veritable avalanche of provocations and acts of vio-
lence began in September 1990. Soviet military units and OMON101 regularly took part 
in these. The CC CPL began to form workers’ units in the regions and in cities, grant-
ing to these the status of an alternative administration with delegated powers. These 
efforts brought few results as there were few volunteers. Towards the end of 1990, the 
All-Latvia Committee for Public Salvation (Vislatvijas sabiedrības glābšanas komiteja, 
VSGK) was created, not disguising its true goal — to regain power.

An important role was attributed to the USSR President in these attempts to re-
gain power. The formal pretext to achieve this was an Appeal by the VSGK approved 
on 6 December 1990 by the CC CPL and addressed to USSR President M. Gorbachev, 
embodying a demand to introduce Presidential rule on the territory of the Latvian Re-
public. The authority to introduce Presidential rule was based on a USSR Law, “On the 

100 Appeal to the Parliaments of the World. Signed by the Presiding Chairman of the Joint Session Supreme 
Councils Republic of Estonia, Republic of Latvia, Republic of Lithuania. Vilnius, December 1, 1990. To-
gether. Council of the Baltic States. 1990–1992. Documents. Vilnius: Lithuanian Institute of International 
Political and Economic Relations, 1996, pp. 43, 44.

101 The OMON unit name is an abbreviation from its official designation in Russian, Отряд милиции особого 
назначения. This special forces unit  of the Soviet  Militsiya was popularly known as “the Black Berets”. 
During 1990–1991, OMON systematically carried out bandit attacks and violent actions against Latvian 
independence, as well as engaged in various criminal acts.
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Fig. 16. Barricades. Riga, January 1991. Photograph by Jānis Brencis

Legal Powers of an Extraordi-
nary Situation”. This law 
granted the USSR President the 
power to introduce presidential 
rule in a region where local ad-
ministrative bodies are unable 
to function adequately.

Recognising the gravity of 
the situation the PFL worked 
out and published a plan for 
wide-spread resistance by civil 
society; this became known as 
the Appeal for “X-hour”. 102 The 
plan was based on the premise 
that no power structure can 
sustain its position if it does 
not have the support of the 
people. The document set out in some detail recommendations for the behaviour of 
various segments of the public. According to Gene Sharp, “as far as I know, this in-
stance of issuing such precise instructions to the public is unique, and unprecedent-
ed.”103 In this sense the experience of Latvia has set an example.

The culmination of the non-violent resistance campaign during the transition pe-
riod was the episode of the barricades erected in January 1991 in Riga. A violent inter-
vention by USSR military forces took place in Vilnius the night of 13 January 1991, the 
aim of which was to restore Soviet power and terminate the separatist course taken by 
Lithuania; a similar scenario was likely to be played out in Latvia.104 Despite it being a 
Sunday, the X Plenum of the Latvian Communist Party was held on 13 January in Riga 
at which a demand was issued for dissolution of the Supreme Council as well as resig-
nation of the Latvian Government, with all power to be handed over to the VSGK. 

Immediately after the acts of violence in Vilnius, barricades were erected in Riga. 
On 13 January, independence supporters put up barricades in a single day at important 
state and public buildings in Riga, with access to these sites blocked by large machines 
and vehicles. 

Barricades in Riga and at several other sites in Latvia were not only a static barrier 
of blocks and heavy agricultural machinery. The barricades were manned by 

102 Latvijas Tautas frontes valdes paziņojums visiem Latvijas neatkarības atbalstītājiem. 11.12.90. TFM, 1. f., 
1. apr., 111. l., 13. lp.

103 Sharp, G. Latvia’s Struggle for Independence in a World Context. A Theory of Nonviolent Opposition and 
International Experience. The January Barricades As a Form of National Resistance Against a Totalitarian 
Regime and Lessons That Were Learned. An international conference related to the 10th anniversary of the 
barricades in the Baltic States. Rīga: Foundation for the Support of Participants of the 1991 Barricades, 2001, 
p. 48. 

104 Taylor, B. D. The Soviet Military and the Disintegration of the USSR. Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol. 5, 
No. 1, Winter 2003, pp. 17–66. 
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 individuals from all parts of Latvia. People arrived in coaches and automobiles, as or-
ganised groups and individually one-by-one or entire families at a time. On certain 
days and nights upwards of 100 000 persons stood on the barricades. This effort was 
coordinated by the PFL, as well as by the Defence Headquarters of the Supreme Coun-
cil, established on 13 January.

The barricades became a manifestation of the unity and cohesion of the people. It 
was preparation to face armoured vehicles and tanks with their bare hands to defend 
freedom and independence. The Soviet military was capable of forcing these barriers, 
at the cost of greater casualties than those having occurred in Vilnius, which would 
cause an extremely negative response in the world community, and the Soviet Union 
would likely face serious political consequences and international economic sanctions. 
Soviet authorities had to take into account the presence of a large number of foreign 
correspondents in Riga at that time. 

The barricades as a very specific form of non-violent resistance earned world-wide 
attention and compelled M. Gorbachev to take into account not only the relentless and 
increasing pressure by supporters of the Soviet Union, but also the stand taken by the 
Balts and international public opinion.

In his memoirs M. Gorbachev does not deny that provision for a “chekist army 
operation” in Vilnius had been planned in advance, but only in case of an extraordi-
nary situation developing there, one that would require Soviet recourse to force. As 
late as on 12 January, the Federation Council in Moscow had discussed the possibility 
of coming to a political solution. The acts of violence in Vilnius were undertaken upon 
the initiative of the local garrison and were an attempt to drag the president into this 
adventure.105 Others have expressed different views and speculations, pointing to the 
responsibility of M. Gorbachev and his possible direct involvement in the violence in 
Vilnius.106 

Moscow did not shrink from perpetrating violence in Riga. One week after the 
vio lence in Vilnius, on 20 January, the OMON unit, subordinate to the USSR Ministry 
of the Interior, without any credible reason opened fire on the building of the Latvian 
Interior Ministry that was situated alongside some barricades. This incident was evi-
dently calculated to provoke the defenders manning the barricades and provide a pre-
text for introducing USSR Presidential rule in Latvia. Five persons were killed in this 
incident, and several injured, but the provocation failed to incite disorder. M. Gor-
bachev saw no reason to intervene, a stance that confounded the opponents of inde-
pendence. Viktors Alksnis, a deputy elected to the Latvian Supreme Council, and one 
of the fiercest opponents of independence, assessed this lack of a reaction, succinctly, 
“M. Gorbachev betrayed us. Moscow abandoned us.”107 

In his memoirs M. Gorbachev, in defiance of logic, attributes the attack on 20 Jan-
uary 1991 on the Interior Ministry building in Riga as a provocation mounted by radi-

105 Literally, чекистско – войсковая операция, see, Горбачев, М. Жизнь и реформы, кн. 2. Москва: Ново-
сти, 1995, с. 507–508.

106 Швед, В. Как развалить Россию? Литовский вариант. Москва: Алгоритм, 2012, с. 126.
107 Аргументы и факты, 21.01.91–28.01.91.
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cal local separatists.108 The State Prosecutor’s office after lengthy enquiries has found 
not the slightest evidence to support this claim.

The restoration of Latvian independence was unexpectedly helped by the at-
tempted coup d’état in the Soviet Union. Power was seized in Moscow on the night of 
August 18/19 by a group of conspirators including B. Pugo, USSR Vice-president, 
Chairman of the CSS, Minister of Defence and Interior (formerly First Secretary of the 
CC CPL). Styling themselves as the State Committee on the State of Emergency (SCSE) 
they announced that M. Gorbachev had been relieved of his duties. Assisted by the 
armed forces a state of emergency was declared in Latvia and the other Baltic States. 

The principal initiating event for the August coup d’état was finalisation of the new 
Union Treaty that had been drafted during April–June 1991 under the guidance of 
M. Gorbachev and which the leaders of the putsch described as the Treaty to liquidate 
the Soviet Union and its socialist form of governance.109 August 20 was the date set for 
signature of this treaty. 

Lieutenant-General Fyodor Kuzmin, commander of the Baltic Military District, 
was nominated to implement in Latvia decisions to be taken by the SCSE; in a tele-
phone conversation Fyodor Kuzmin warned Anatolijs Gorbunovs, Chairman of the 
Latvian Supreme Council, that he would use all military means at his disposition to 
renew the force of the Constitution of the Latvian SSR.110 At a press conference called 
by the CC CPL, First Secretary Alfreds Rubiks warned of the intention of the new 
structures to suppress all resistance, if necessary — through use of force. The ongoing 
events were described by A. Rubiks as a dream come true of the CPL.111 

In many republics fear of consequences hindered active resistance to the putsch. 
Latvia was among the first whose Supreme Council and Council of Ministers an-
nounced, in the morning of 19 August,  that the SCSE was an illegal body, and one that 
had no remit to act in Latvia. Allegations that Latvia did not call for its residents to 
oppose the putsch made by a number of foreign scholars are not correct.112 The Su-
preme Council advised residents not to cooperate with those acting to realise the 
putsch, and, if necessary to undertake acts of civil disobedience. On 19 August, the 
Peoples’ Front of Latvia disseminated a programme of non-violent resistance with 
concrete recommendations for all supporters of Latvian independence.113 On 
20  August, the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia decided to act in solidarity 
with the democratic forces of Russia and declared a general political strike. 

Supporters of the putsch began to carry out armed actions in Riga the evening of 
19 August. OMON together with Soviet army units began their attack on the Latvian 

108 Горбачев, М. Жизнь и реформы, кн. 2, с. 510.
109 Варенников, В. И., Павлов, В., Янаев, Г. Крючков. КГБ накануне путча. Москва: Алгоритм, 2013, с. 19.
110 The minutes of this session: LR AP 3. sesijas 4. sēdes (1991. gada 19. augustā) stenogramma. Latvijas Vēstne-

sis: Dokumenti: Latvijas Republikas Augstākās Padomes (1990–1993) stenogrammas. 157. burtn., 2005, 3923. 
lpp.

111 Punka, I., Puriņš, G., Rubiks, A. Joki nebūs. Diena, Nr. 158, 19.08.91 (speciālizlaidums), 1. lpp.
112 Лозо, И. Августовский путч 1991 года. Как это было. Москва: Политическая энциклопедия, 2014, 

с. 272. 
113 Latvijas Tautas frontes valdes paziņojums visiem Latvijas neatkarības atbalstītājiem. 19.08.91. TFM, 1. f., 

“LTF koordinācijas centra pasākumi 1991”.

Tālavs Jundzis    REGAINING THE INDEPENDENCE OF LATVIA



90 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

Fig. 17. August putsch scene in Riga. Members 
of OMON attempt to dismantle barricades near 
the Supreme Council building. 21 August 1991. 
Photograph by Andris Eglītis 

Television Centre at 18:30, supported by armoured 
personnel carriers and military helicopters. They dis-
armed the TV security guards, beat up and humi-
liated workers at the TV centre, looted and damaged 
equipment, and TV transmissions ceased. Similar at-
tacks followed by vandalism targeting state buildings 
and public organisations took place between 19 and 
21 August; the bodyguards of the Latvian govern-
ment were disarmed and all radio broadcasts were 
interrupted throughout Latvia. 

The coup d’état failed and M. Gorbachev soon 
returned to take up his post. In Latvia A. Rubiks was 
arrested and later tried. Criminal proceedings 
brought by the Procurator-General of Russia against 
General F. Kuzmin were dropped on 28 November 
1991, for lack of sufficient evidence.

The politically astute decision as well as the most 
significant event in Latvia during the attempted coup 
d’état was the Constitutional Law that declared the 
complete independence of the Republic of Latvia to 
be restored, putting an end to the transition period. 
The legislator justified the decision on the ground 
that, “as a result of the governmental overthrow of 
the USSR, on 19 August 1991, the institutions of con-
stitutional state power and administration of the 
USSR have ceased to exist”, and that it was no longer 
pos sible to pursue any further negotiations with the 

USSR concerning restoration of independence.114 This tactic had been well-thought-
out by the supporters of independence, i.e. to pass to direct political confrontation. 
This time also heralded the end of the Soviet Union, a process that events in Latvia 
had helped to bring about. 

Having fully recovered its independence, and gained international recognition, 
the Republic of Latvia strove to buttress it. A number of political parties and organi-
sations were suppressed for having engaged in anti-constitutional activities as well as 
in the events of the January and August attempted coups d’état, i.e. the Communist 
Party of Latvia, International Front of the Workers of the Latvian SSR and the 
All-Latvia Salvation Committee. On 24 August 1991, the Supreme Council of the 
Republic of Latvia voted to terminate all function of the Security Services of the 
USSR on the territory of the Republic of Latvia. At the same time the Supreme Coun-
cil called for complete withdrawal of USSR Armed Forces from the Republic of 
 Latvia. 

114 Latvijas Republikas 1991. gada 21. augusta Konstitucionālais likums “Par Latvijas Republikas valstisko sta-
tusu”. Latvijas Republikas Augstākās Padomes un Valdības Ziņotājs, Nr. 42, 1991, 446. punkts, 2048. lpp.
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Restoration of Latvian independence came about thanks to the unwavering deter-
mination and commitment of its people to independence expressed through non-vio-
lent resistance and also as a result of democratic forces in Russia who overpowered ef-
forts by the anti-constitutional conspirators in Moscow. Determined action during the 
short-lived putsch, and afterwards, by politicians in Latvia and the other Baltic States 
were equally significant. 

Adoption, on 21 August, of the Constitutional Law declaring an end to the transi-
tion period did not in fact mean full restoration of the Republic of Latvia proclaimed 
in 1918. Neither the 1922 Constitution entered into full force, nor were there imme-
diate elections for the Latvian Saeima (Parliament); the Supreme Council of the Re-
public of Latvia continued to sit. In fact the Fifth Convocation of the Saeima was only 
elected on 5–6 June 1993. The latter at its first session, on 6 July 1993, declared the un-
restricted force of the 1922 Constitution of the Republic of Latvia (Satversme) and ter-
minated the legal remit elected for the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia. On 
7 July, the Saeima elected the State President on the basis of provisions found in the 
Satversme. In August 1994, the last military units of the former USSR left Latvia, fol-
lowing lengthy negotiations with Russia as the legal successor to the USSR. The pro-
cess of regaining the independence of Latvia thereby came to an end. 

Conclusions

The restoration of the independence of Latvia and that of the other Baltic States 
after fifty years of occupation took place through non-violent resistance and this is a 
unique event in world history. This experience is particularly relevant today when 
there is a rise in cases of intolerance, violence, terrorist attacks and conflict resolution 
by armed conflict. 

A deep economic and political crisis in the Soviet Union helped to bring about the 
National Awakening in Latvia, but this Awakening was only possible thanks to 

Fig. 18. The Foreign Ministers of 
 Iceland, Lithuania, Latvia, and 
Estonia (from left to right) signing 
the instruments on establishing 
diplomatic relations. Reykjavik, 
26 August 1991. Source: Icelandic 
Foreign Ministry
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 perestroika and democratic reforms initiated by M. Gorbachev in the Soviet Union. 
Initially the public in Latvia mobilised to implement democratic restructuring, but 
rather quickly the principal goal was recovery of independence from the USSR. 

Collapse of Communist regimes in the Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe, and 
the resulting geopolitical changes helped in this goal being reached. Success was due to 
the Popular Front of Latvia first uniting the majority of the public in their aspirations, 
and then opting for a realistic strategy: to regain independence through a campaign 
that consistently resorted to non-violent non-military resistance to the Soviet regime 
and coming to power through elections. The so-called parliamentary route was risky, 
as it involved making political compromises and legal zig-zags, but following this route 
led to independence and freedom. Success in following this route was brought about 
by unity of purpose and action of all three Baltic Peoples’ Movements, a unity that 
previously had never been seen before and which subsequently has diminished. Sup-
port by the Latvian émigré community and by the public in Western countries also 
played an important role.

Important support to the process of regaining Latvian independence was due to 
democratic forces in Russia, in particular that of their leader Boris Yeltsin for whom 
the Baltic Question was an important factor in his political struggle with M. Gorbachev 
to gain sovereign status for the Russian Federation.

The Supreme Council, elected on 18 March 1990, fulfilled its mission to regain 
Latvian independence, given that supporters of independence and members of the 
PFL were in the majority. This council first declared that independence was restored 
based on the legal principle of state continuity; it also democratised Latvia, reorganised 
the economy and prepared the way for complete entry into force of the 1922 Latvian 
Constitution (Satversme), that happened in July 1993. 
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Jānis Pleps

THE CONSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATIONS 
OF THE REPUBLIC OF LATVIA

The author examines in this paper the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia (the Satversme) 
 adopted on 15 February 1922 analysing its provisions, relevant judgements of the Constitutional 
Court of Latvia drawing legal scientific conclusions.
The constitutional identity of the Republic of Latvia is defined by the principles of the people’s so-
vereignty, state sovereignty, democracy, republicanism, the rule of law, a socially-re spon sible state, 
as well as a nation-state. The most important elements comprising the constitutional identity of the 
Republic of Latvia, include statehood and its independence, personal liberty, the Latvian language as 
the sole official state language and being a geopolitical part of the European culture space.
The Constitution of the Republic of Latvia (the Satversme) defines the Republic of Latvia to be a 
parliamentary republic featuring elements of direct democracy. The dominant role played by the 
Latvian Parliament (the Saeima) is constitutionally subject to control by popular referendums, as 
well as the right of its citizens to propose new legislative acts. The President of the Republic and the 
Constitutional Court play an important role in ensuring the separation of powers.

Keywords: Satversme (the Constitution), core constitutional provisions, general principles of law, 
democracy, constitutional order, Constitutional Court, fundamental rights, the doctrine of state 
continuity.

Introduction

Constitutions are defined to be a law with the highest degree of legal force within a 
particular legal system and which describes the manner in which a state is organised 
and run, as well as the relationship of individuals to the state.1 Today the influence ex-
erted by a constitution on the legal system in a state has significantly expanded in that 
the texts of constitutions presently contain far more political philosophical and ideo-
logical elements. A constitution may include, apart from legal provisions, reference to 
historical, political, national, cultural, and other extra-legal facts that are characteristic 
of a particular state. A constitution includes particular pre-constitutional and extra-
constitutional assumptions, postulates, references to legal and other principles. This 

1 Grimm, D. Types of Constitutions. The Oxford Handbook of Comparative Constitutional Law. Rosenfeld, M., 
Sajó, A. (eds.) Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012, p. 101.
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leads to the observation that a constitution contains encoded references to the history 
of a state, the manner of its foundation and development of its statehood, and state 
aims.2 

This broadening of the nature of a constitution reflects the concept of constitu-
tional identity.3 In the context of European integration constitutional identity has be-
come a guarantee of the independence of a nation-state. The issue of the location of 
the ultimate borders for European integration is less a question of state sovereignty, as 
one of constitutional identity. For example, preservation of the constitutional identity 
of the Federal Republic of Germany defines the ultimate border within which the Fe-
deral Constitutional Court of Germany is prepared to support closer European inte-
gration.4 Analogously many other European member states have availed themselves of 
the opportunity to define elements of constitutional identity, or fundamental constitu-
tional values, to sketch the perspectives for safeguarding and developing national 
statehood.

Formulation of the constitutional identity transforms a constitution into a symbol 
of national statehood. The text and spirit of a constitution define the key elements of 
national statehood, the preservation and development of which guarantee continued 
existence of the particular nation-state. The symbolic function of a constitution be-
comes apparent, namely, the constitution defines the state as a political entity, gives it 
legitimacy, and formulates its political aims. A constitution ensures creation and main-
tenance of the constitutional order.5 On the other hand, it is also necessary that citizens 
be loyal to their constitution (constitutional patriotism).6

The purpose of this article is to characterise the constitutional basis for Latvian 
statehood, namely, the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia7 (henceforward, the 
Satversme) and through analysis to discern the constitutional identity of the Republic 
of Latvia. In order to reach this goal, the author will scrupulously examine the 
Satversme as the Constitution (Basic Law) of the Republic of Latvia in the light of it 
defining the basic principles of the constitutional order of Latvia and fundamental in-
dividual rights, and the organisation of state rule according to provisions of the 
Satversme. The aim of this article is not a detailed analysis of fundamental individual 

2 Opinion delivered 17 September 2012 by the Latvian Presidential Committee on Constitutional Law, “Par 
Latvijas valsts konstitucionālajiem pamatiem un neaizskaramo Satversmes kodolu”. Par Latvijas valsts kon-
stitucionālajiem pamatiem un neaizskaramo Satversmes kodolu. Konstitucionālo tiesību komisijas viedoklis un 
materiāli. Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2012, 56.–60. lpp.

3 Jacobsohn, G. J. The formation of constitutional identities. Comparative Constitutional Law. Ginsburg, T., 
Dixon, R. (eds.). Cheltenham and Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2011, pp. 129–142.

4 BVerfG, 2BvE 2/08. Accessible at: http://www.bverfg.de/entscheidungen/es20090630_2bve000208en.html 
(site last visited 01.05.2015).

5 Elkins, Z., Ginsburg, T., Melton, J. The Endurance of National Constitutions. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009, p. 38.

6 Habermas, J. Citizenship and National Identity. In: Habermas, J. Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to 
a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1997, pp. 499–500

7 Latvijas Republikas Satversme. Valdības Vēstnesis, 1922. gada 30. jūnijs, Nr. 141. Ar grozījumiem, kas 
izsludināti līdz 2016. gada 31. maijam. Text in English is accessible at: http://saeima.lv/en/legislation/consti-
tution (site last visited 28.01.2017).
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rights, nor how the state bodies of the Republic of Latvia function but how these inter-
act. The reader is directed to relevant articles by several legal scholars of Latvia that 
date from the inter-war period,8 as well as those written after the full force of the Sat-
versme was renewed.9 Several foreign scholars have analysed and written about the 
constitutional order of the Republic of Latvia.10

This article is largely based on well-known insights as formulated by constitutional 
legal scholars. Extensive study by Professor Kārlis Dišlers of domestic legal issues dur-
ing the inter-war period is particularly important, and his findings have become the 
most authoritative guide to “the historical interpretation of provisions contained in the 
Satversme in respect to the polity of Latvia”.11 Practices of the Latvian Constitutional 
Court are taken into account together with scholarly insights, given Article 85 of the 
Satversme.

Table 1
Origins of the Latvian term ‘satversme’ meaning constitution

The term ‘satversme’ is used in Latvian legal terminology to be identical with the term 
‘constitution’.

The term ‘satversme’ was created and proposed in 1869 by Kronvaldu Atis, one of the leaders of 
the Latvian National Awakening, to mean a constitution.

The term ‘satversme’ derives from the verb ‘tvert’, i.e. to take hold of, as “people have therefore 
adopted laws that they may in time of need something to hold onto, for shelter”.12

In Latvian the use of the term ‘satversme’, in a constitutional context, refers to two constitutional 
ideas — restrictions on exercise of state authority and the guarantee of basic individual rights.13

8 Laserson, M. Die Verfassungsentwicklung Lettlands. Jahrbuch des öffentlichen Rechts der Gegenwart. Tübin-
gen: Mohr Siebeck, Bd. 11, 1922, S. 218–226; Laserson, M. Die Verfassungsrecht Lettlands. Jahrbuch des 
öffentlichen Rechts der Gegenwart. Bd. XII. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1923/1924, S. 258–265; Schiemann, P. 
Acht Jahre lettländische Verfassung. Jahrbuch des öffentlichen Rechts der Gegenwart. Vol. 18. Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1930, S. 261–273.

9 Balodis, R. The Constitution of Latvia. Trier: Institut für Rechtspolitik an der Universität Trier, 2004; Balodis, 
R. Evolution of Constitutionality of the Republic of Latvia: from 1918–2006. Jahrbuch des öffentlichen Rechts 
der Gegenwart. Neue Folge/Band 56, 2006. Mohr Siebeck, [2007]; Iļjanova, D. The Governmental System 
of the Republic of Latvia. Governmental Systems of Central and Eastern European States. Chronowski, N., 
Drinóczi, T., Takács, T. (eds.).Warszawa: Oficyna, Wolters Kluwer, 2011, pp. 367–429), 844, [4] p.; Rezevska D. 
The Republic of Latvia. In: Constitutional Law of the EU Member States. 2nd revised ed. L. F. M. Besselink, P. P. 
T. Bovend’Eert, J. L. W. Broeksteeg, R. de Lange, W. Voermans (eds.). The Hague: Kluwer Law International, 
2014, Krūma, K., Plepa, D. Constitutional law in Latvia. The Netherlands: Kluver Law International BV, 2016.

10 Cazejus, A. La Constitution de la Lettonie: (Documents et commentaries). Toulouse: II. Faculte de droit, 1925; 
Taube, C. Constitutionalism in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. A Study in Comparative Constitutional Law. 
Uppsala: Iustus Förlag AB, 2001; Трещетенкова, Н. Ю. Конституция Латвии (Латвийской Республики) 
от 15 февраля 1922 года. Конституции государств Европы. T. 2. Москва: Норма, 2001; Žilys, J. Latvijos 
Respublikos Konstitucija (Satversme). Konstitucinio reguliavimo įvairovė. Kolektyvinė monografija. Vilnius: 
Mykolo Romerio universitetas, 2006, pp. 207–272.

11 Dravnieks, A. Satversmē noteiktās valsts iekārtas vēsturiskās interpretācijas autoritatīvākais palīgavots. In: 
Dišlers, K. Latvijas valsts varas orgāni un viņu funkcijas. Rīga: Tiesu namu aģentūra, 2004, XVII lpp.

12 Karulis, K. Latviešu etimoloģijas vārdnīca. 2. sējums. Rīga: Avots, 1992, 159. lpp.
13 Kronvalds A. Kāds vārds par mūsu tēvu valodu. Kronvalds A. Kopotie raksti. I. Rīga: Valters un Rapa, 1937, 

427. lpp.
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The Satversme as the basis for the constitutional order  
in Latvia

The origin of the Satversme
The constitutional order in Latvia is based on the Satversme adopted on 15 Febru-

ary 1922. The Satversme is the sole permanent constitution of the Republic of Latvia 
proclaimed on 18 November 1918, and it was agreed by the Constituent Assembly of 
Latvia elected exclusively for this purpose.

The People’ Council of Latvia, composed of representatives of political parties in 
Latvia, adopted the Act of Proclamation of the Republic of Latvia on 18 November 
1918.14 Inasmuch as the People’ Council of Latvia had not been legitimated through 
democratic elections, and had proclaimed the Republic of Latvia on its own initiative, 
it deliberately left the task of deciding the constitutional order of the new state to a 
legislative body — the Constituent Assembly of Latvia — that would be created for 
this purpose by holding free elections with participation open to all citizens of the Re-
public of Latvia. The highest court of the Republic of Latvia — the Senate of Latvia has 
not subsequently judged the absence of democratic legitimacy of the People’s Council 
of Latvia to be sufficient grounds to cast doubt upon its proclamation of the Republic 
of Latvia: “Proclamation of the State of Latvia by a known group of citizens must be 
considered as adequate grounds for founding the state, and the act did not need to 
await holding a public consultation (referendum of all residents living in the territory 
of Latvia). All state bodies, including the courts, must accept the validity of the Act of 
Proclamation adopted on 18 November 1918, as a constitutional act, whose legal basis, 
contrary to the view of individuals who have brought this case, not only does not need 
to be justified, but no such justification must not be made.”15

The Act of Proclamation of the Republic of Latvia explicitly foresees that the Con-
stituent Assembly of Latvia is constituted through general elections held by secret bal-
lot with equality to participate independent of gender resulting in proportional repre-
sentation.16 In the Act of Proclamation that it adopted the People’ Council of Latvia 
declared that the new state of Latvia is unified within its ethnographic borders (the re-
gions of Kurzeme, Vidzeme, and Latgale), it will be an independent, and democratic 
republican state.17 The Act of Proclamation of the Republic of Latvia particularly em-
phasised its importance in unifying all regions historically inhabited by Latvians into a 
single state, with Latgale, that had long been separated from the rest of Latvia, re-join-
ing Kurzeme, Zemgale, and Vidzeme, to form this state.

14 Latvijas valsts pasludināšana 18. novembrī 1918. g. Rakstu vainags Haralda Jēgera sakopots. Rīga: Astra, 
1918.

15 Latvijas Senāta Kriminālā kasācijas departamenta 1924. gada 29. aprīļa spriedums Nr. 201. Latvijas Senāta 
Kriminālā kasācijas departamenta spriedumu tēžu pilnīgs kopojums. Kamradziuss, F. (sast.). Rīga: Autora iz-
devums, 1928, 68. lpp.

16 Latvijas pilsoņiem! Latvijas Pagaidu Valdības Likumu un Rīkojumu Krājums. [Rīga]: Valsts kanceleja, 1919, 
1. burtnīca, 1. lpp.

17 Ibid.
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Constitutional order in Latvia, prior to 
the opening session of the Constituent As-
sembly, was defined by a provisional consti-
tution set out in the political platform 
adopted on 17 November 1917 by the 
 People’s Council of Latvia.18 It is useful to 
note that this political platform combined 
the definition of the constitutional order of 
the new state with a list of the most impor-
tant action items for the Provisional Gov-
ernment.19 Part II of the political platform 
described the new state as “a republic rest-
ing on democratic principles” and “a uni-
fied and independent Latvia in the League 
of Nations”. Part III describes the constitu-
tional order of the new state as one with 
sovereign power, in advance of convocation 
of the Constituent Assembly of Latvia, to 
rest with the People’s Council of Latvia, and 
executive power to be vested in the Provi-
sional Government that would be formed 
by the People’s Council of Latvia. The polit-
ical platform, finally, asserts that the rights 
of the minorities of Latvia and the funda-
mental human rights would be guaran-
teed.20

The People’s Council of Latvia and the 
Provisional Government worked during the 
Latvian War for Independence, when the newly formed state had to demonstrate that 
it had the right to exist. Nevertheless, the People’s Council of Latvia successfully gov-
erned until elections for the Constituent Assembly of Latvia were held on 17 and 
18  April 1920.21 The Latvian nation was able via the elections for the Constituent 
 Assembly of Latvia legally to exercise their inalienable right to self-determination. The 
first session of the Constituent  Assembly of Latvia took place on 1 May 1920 at which 

18 Latvijas Tautas padomes politiskā platforma. Latvijas Pagaidu Valdības Likumu un Rīkojumu Krājums. 
[Rīga]: Valsts kanceleja, 1919, 1. burtnīca, 2.–3. lpp.

19 Balodis, R. Evolution and transformation of Constitutional Law of the Republic of Latvia at the turn of the 
20th and 21st centuries. Tiesību harmonizācija Baltijas jūras reģionā 20.–21. gadsimta mijā. Harmonization 
of the Law in the Baltic Sea Region in the Turn of the 20th and 21st Centuries. Rīga: Latvijas Universitātes 
Juridiskā fakultāte, 2006, 458. lpp.

20 Bite, E. Latvijas pagaidu konstitūcija. Jaunā Latvija, 1920. gada 3. un 8. augusts; Dišlers, K. Ievads Latvijas 
valststiesību zinātnē. Rīga: A. Gulbis, 1930, 70.–72. lpp.

21 Latvijas Satversmes sapulces vēlēšanu rezultāti. Résultats des élections pour la Constituante en Latvia. Rīga: 
Valsts statistiskā pārvalde, 1920. Accessible at: https://www.cvk.lv/pub/upload_file/vesture/Satversmes_Sa-
pulce.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

Fig. 1. The Act of Proclamation of the Republic of Latvia. 
Source: Latvijas valsts pasludināšana 18. novembrī 1918. g. 
Rakstu vainags Haralda Jēgera sakopots. Rīga: Astra, 1918, 
4. lpp. 
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time the Assembly was tasked to adopt fundamental laws, including those on agrarian 
reform.

The Constituent Assembly of Latvia adopted, on 27 May 1920, a Declaration on 
the State of Latvia, wherein it is reiterated that, “Latvia is a independent republic with a 
democratic political system”, and also that, “sovereign power in Latvia belongs to the 
people of Latvia”.22 Adoption of this Declaration on the State of Latvia was necessary 
given that the People’s Council of Latvia was not an elected body, and induced its op-
ponents to challenge the right of the People’s Council of Latvia to proclaim an inde-
pendent state.23

Drafting the Satversme would take some time, whereupon the Constituent Assem-
bly of Latvia adopted, on 1 June 1920, a new provisional constitution — temporary 
provisions for the political system of Latvia.24 This Act provided for separation of the 
competence of the Constituent Assembly of Latvia from that of the Cabinet, and ap-
plied principles of a parliamentary system in formulating the details of this separation. 
The Constituent Assembly decided when drawing up the provisional constitution not 
to provide for the post of Head of State, preferring this role to be played by the Presi-
dent of the Constituent Assembly. The temporary provisions for the political system of 
Latvia contained significant guarantees of the civil and political rights of citizens — 
personal inviolability and inviolability of their homes, press freedom, freedom of ex-
pression, of conscience, the right to strike, hold public meetings and to organise them-
selves into groups, inviolability of correspondence.25

The Constituent Assembly of Latvia created a standing committee with more than 
25 active members to draft a proposed text of the Satversme. Most members of this 
committee were leading deputies from different political parties represented in the 
Constituent Assembly of Latvia.26 In his memoirs Fēlikss Cielēns, a member of the 
Satversme Committee, later wrote that, “The Satversme, the Constitution of Latvia, 
was the result of a collective effort wherein most of the work was carried out by 
M.  Skujenieks and myself; however, F. Menders, A. Bergs, and, to a certain extent, 
A. Petrevics, J. Purgals, and A. Sīmanis contributed to formulating various articles.”27 
The individuals mentioned in these memoirs had largely had legal education, and they 
had gained considerable political and practical experience during formation of the Re-
public of Latvia.

22 Deklarācija par Latvijas valsti. Likumu un valdības rīkojumu krājums, 1920, 4. burtnīca, 1. lpp.
23 Latvijas Satversmes sapulces I sesijas 5. sēdes 1920. gada 27. maijā stenogramma. Latvijas Satversmes sapul-

ces stenogrammas. 1920. gads. 1. burtnīca. Rīga: Satversmes sapulces izdevums, 1920, 27. lpp.
24 Latvijas valsts iekārtas pagaidu noteikumi. Likumu un valdības rīkojumu krājums, 1920, 4. burtnīca, 

1.–2. lpp.
25 Dišlers, K. Latvijas pagaidu konstitūcija. Vispārīgas piezīmes. Tieslietu Ministrijas Vēstnesis, 1920, Nr. 2/3, 

49.–56. lpp.; Lazdiņš, J. Rechtspolitische Besonderheiten bei der Entstehung des lettischen Staates und seiner 
Verfassung. Law. Journal of University of Latvia. No. 7, 2014, pp. 11–12. Accessible at: http://www.lu.lv/file-
admin/user_upload/lu_portal/apgads/PDF/Juristu-zurn_7.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

26 More about the authors of the Satversme see: Gerts, O. About the Fathers, Founders of the Constitution of 
the Republic of Latvia. Latvijas Republikas Satversme. Apsītis, R., Pleps, J. (zin. red.). Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 
2012, 310.–324. lpp.

27 Cielēns, F. Laikmetu maiņā. Atmiņas un atziņas. 3. grāmata. Stokholma: Apgāds Memento, 1998, 111. lpp.
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The Satversme Committee considered that the Sat-
versme ought to consist of two parts which would, re-
spectively, lay out how state power was to be organised, 
and fundamental rights. The greatest differences in opin-
ion among members of the Constituent Assembly con-
cerned the institution of head of state, both as regards 
the need for this institution, and the remit and manner 
of election of the head of state. Representatives of civic 
political parties at the Constituent Assembly of Latvia 
insisted that the state president be elected by popular 
vote, whereas the social democrats regarded the institu-
tion of a state president to be continuation of the notion 
of a monarch and, hence, not necessary for a republic, 
and might even pose a threat to the constitutional order. 
According to the latter view, the Speaker of the Saeima 
could fill the role of head of state. After the discussion, 
the Constituent Assembly of Latvia decided in favour of 
a State President to be elected by the Saeima, to play a 
representative role and to be invested with ceremonial 
powers.28 In like manner discussions arose and resulted 
in the institutions of referendums and voter initiatives to 
propose legislation, the right of the Cabinet to declare a 
state of emergency as well as demands to institute 
self-government for Latgale and the formulation of cer-
tain fundamental rights.29

Text of Part I of the Satversme was agreed on 15 February 1922. However, Part II, 
“Fundamental rights and duties of citizens”, failed by five votes to be accepted on 5 April 
1922, and the proposed text was rejected. The fate of Part II of the Satversme was deter-
mined by the majority of the Constituent Assembly rejecting provision for self-govern-
ment of the region of Latgale, and legalisation of strikes as a form of political struggle.30 

The Constituent Assembly of Latvia did not seek a second vote on Part II of the Satversme 
and promulgated the text of the Satversme without a part on fundamental rights.31 

28 Lazdiņš, J. Rechtspolitische Besonderheiten bei der Entstehung des lettischen Staates und seiner Verfas-
sung. Law. Journal of University of Latvia. No. 7, 2014, pp. 13–15. Accessible at: http://www.lu.lv/fileadmin/
user_upload/lu_portal/apgads/PDF/Juristu-zurn_7.pdf (last visited 28.01.2017). 

29 Blūzma, V. Rietumu konstitucionālo tiesību kultūras ietekme uz Latvijas Republikas Satversmes tapšanu 
(1920–1922). Latvijas valstiskumam – 90. Latvijas valsts neatkarība: ideja un realizācija. Rīga: Latvijas vēstu-
res institūta apgāds, 2010, 138.–151. lpp.

30 Kučs, A. Protection of Fundamental Rights in the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia during the Inter-
war period and after the Restoration of Independence. Law. Journal of University of Latvia. No. 7, 2014, 
pp. 55–58. Accessible at: http://www.lu.lv/fileadmin/user_upload/lu_portal/apgads/PDF/Juristu-zurn_7.pdf 
(site last visited 28.01.2017).

31 Šilde, Ā. Latvijas vēsture. 1914–1940. Stokholma: Daugava, 1976, 352.–364. lpp.; Balodis, R., Lazdiņš, J. Sat-
versmes vēsturiskā attīstība. Latvijas Republikas Satversmes komentāri. Ievads. I nodaļa. Vispārējie noteikumi. 
Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2014, 57.–66. lpp.

Fig. 2. Front cover of the first publication 
of the Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia. Source: Likumu un valdības un 
rīkojumu krājums, 1922. gada 7. augusts, 
12. burtnīca 
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The Satversme entered into force on 7 November 1922 coincident with the first 
session of the newly elected Saeima, an institution that was created by the Satversme.32 
Almost immediately, starting from the first days that it was in force, attempts were 
made to amend the Satversme. Public assertions were rife and persisted that both the 
Satversme and a parliamentary system of governance were not appropriate for the new 
state, and that a constitutional reform was necessary to introduce the institution of a 
head of state invested with wide-ranging powers. Debate in Latvia was influenced by 
tendencies then current in Europe, as a result of which authoritarian regimes replaced 
democratic polities in many states. On 15 May 1934, acting under the guise of consti-
tutional reform, Prime Minister Kārlis Ulmanis seized power in Latvia, suspended the 
Satversme and put an end to the parliamentary system.33

K. Ulmanis had promised to adopt a new constitution after seizing power.34 Never-
theless, no reform of the Satversme took place, and Latvia was governed in an authori-
tarian manner. The period of authoritarian rule was ended by occupation of the Re-
public of Latvia and its illegal annexation by the USSR, in violation of fundamental 
domestic legal provisions and also international legal norms. The Constitutional Court 
has declared that, “the USSR, in 1940, committed an act of aggression against the Re-
public of Latvia (and subsequent unlawful occupation of the Republic of Latvia), un-
lawfully intervened in the internal affairs of the Republic of Latvia, as well as unlaw-
fully annexed the Republic of Latvia, ignoring the rules of international law and 
fundamental rules of domestic law of Latvia”.35

On 4 May 1990, the Supreme Council of Latvia, basing its action on the principle 
of state continuity, adopted a Declaration “On the Restoration of the Independence of 
the Republic of Latvia”36, and thereby restored the legal force of the Satversme on the 
territory of Latvia. However, it was the predominant opinion of the times that Latvia 
needed a new constitution, and that the Satversme of 1922 was obsolete. Thus, the 
 Supreme Council decided that the legal force of the Satversme would be suspended 
with the exception of provisions in articles 1, 2, 3, and 6, at the same time deciding to 
create a working party to write a new constitution. Therefore, points 5 and 9 of the 
Declaration provided for a transition period during which the polity of the Republic of 
Latvia would be renewed de facto and the state independence of the Republic of Latvia 
would be renewed through negotiations with the USSR.37 The constitutional order in 
Latvia, after entry into force of the Declaration “On the Restoration of the Independ-
ence of the Republic of Latvia”, during the transition period, was based on several acts, 
for example, this Declaration that restored the force of articles 1, 2, 3, and 6 

32 Likums par Latvijas Republikas Satversmes spēkā stāšanos un ievešanu. Likumu un valdības rīkojumu krā-
jums, 1922, 12. burtnīca, 252. lpp.

33 Balodis, R. Evolution and Transformation of Constitutional Law of the Republic of Latvia at the Turn of the 
20th and 21st Centuries, 459.–462. lpp.

34 Valdības deklarācija. Likumu un Ministru kabineta noteikumu krājums, 1934, 6. burtnīca, 150. lpp.
35 See the Judgement of the Constitutional Court in Case Nr. 2007-10-0102, at paragraph 29.2. Text in English 

is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2007/04/2007-10-0102_Spriedums_ENG.
pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

36 Par Latvijas Republikas Neatkarības atjaunošanu: Augstākās padomes deklarācija (04.05.1990). Latvijas Re-
publikas Augstākās Padomes un Valdības Ziņotājs, 1990. gada 17. maijs, Nr. 20.

37 Ibid.
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Table 2
The constitutional order of the Republic of Latvia

Constitutional order Duration Acts adopted/in force defining 
the constitutional order

First Provisional Constitution From 17.11.1918 to 01.05.1920 The political platform of the 
People’s Council of Latvia 
(17.11.1918); 
The Act of Proclamation of the 
Republic of Latvia (18.11.1918)

Second Provisional Constitu-
tion

From 01.05.1920 to 07.11.1922 Declaration on the State of 
Latvia (27.05.1920);
Temporary provisions for 
the political system of Latvia 
(01.06.1920)

Permanent constitution From 07.11.1922 to 16.05.1934 The Satversme (15.02.1922)

Authoritarian rule From 16.05.1934 to 17.06.1940 Government Declaration 
(18.05.1934)

The occupation period (fol-
lowing the doctrine of state 
continuity the Republic of 
Latvia continues to exist de 
iure throughout the entire 
occupation period)

From 17.06.1940 to 04.05.1990 The Satversme (15.02.1922)

Transition period to restora-
tion of complete independence

From 04.05.1990 to 21.08.1991 Declaration “On the Restora-
tion of the Independence 
of the Republic of Latvia” 
(04.05.1990);
The Satversme, Articles 1, 2, 3, 
and 6 (15.02.1922);
The Constitution of the Latvian 
SSR (18.04.1978), insofar as 
it does not conflict with the 
Declaration and Articles 1, 2, 3, 
and 6 of the Satversme

Renewal of constitutional 
order

From 21.08.1991 to 06.07.1993 Declaration “On the Restora-
tion of the independence 
of the Republic of Latvia” 
(04.05.1990);
The Constitutional Act “On the 
status of the Republic of Latvia 
as a state” (21.08.1991);
The Satversme (15.02.1922)

Permanent constitution From 06.07.1993 onwards The Satversme (15.02.1922)
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of the Satversme, as well as the Constitution of the Latvian SSR as adopted in 197838, 
insofar as it does not conflict with the Declaration and Articles 1, 2, 3, and 6 of the 
 Satversme.39 

Political and legal opinion slowly evolved towards recognition that the Satversme 
was compatible with modern constitutional standards so that adoption of a new con-
stitution was not necessary.40 Paragraph 1 of the Constitutional Act of 21 August 1991, 
“On the status of the Republic of Latvia as a state”, called for immediate restoration of 
the state independence of the Republic of Latvia, and also, that the status of the Re-
public of Latvia is defined by provisions of the 1922 Satversme.41 Paragraph 3 of this 
Constitutional Act nullified the legal force of those provisions of the Constitution of 
the Latvian SSR, adopted in 1978, which did not contradict Articles 1, 2, 3, and 6 of 
the Satversme. The result was that, after 21 August 1991, the constitutional order in 
the Republic of Latvia was based on the Declaration “On the Restoration of the Inde-
pendence of the Republic of Latvia”, the Constitutional Act “On the status of the Re-
public of Latvia as a state” and the Satversme.42 For its part, at its opening session on 
6 July 1993, the Saeima declared that all provisions of the Satversme were then again 
in full force.43

Many amendments have been made subsequently to the Satversme, with many 
substantially improving the quality of the constitutional order of Latvia. However, not 
all of these changes can be considered as bringing qualitative improvement to the con-
stitutional order. Some have been adopted in haste, and not astute as they have been 
inspired by populism. 

Table 3
Amendments to the Satversme

Amending act Consequences Nature of the amendment

Law of 21 March 1933 Articles 74 and 79 are 
revised

Sets the quorum and vote major-
ity necessary for referendums 
based on Articles 72 and 74 of the 
Satversme 

Law of 27 January 1994 Article 8 is revised Minimum voting age lowered from 
21 to 18 for Saeima elections

38 Latvijas Padomju Sociālistiskās Republikas Konstitūcija (Pamatlikums). Rīga: Liesma, 1978.
39 Jelāgins, J. Latvijas rakstītā konstitūcija. Jurista Vārds, 14. maijs, Nr. 10 (52), 1997; Latvijas Vēstnesis, 

14. maijs, Nr. 119, 1997. 3. lpp.
40 Deksnis, E. B., Jundzis, T. Restoration of Sovereignty and Independence of the Republic of Latvia. 1986–1994. 

Rīga: Latvian Academy of Sciences, Baltic Centre for Strategic Studies, 2015, pp. 151–152.
41 Par Latvijas Republikas valstisko statusu. Latvijas Republikas Augstākās Padomes un Valdības Ziņotājs, 

1991. gada 24. oktobris, Nr. 42.
42 Jelāgins, J. Latvijas rakstītā konstitūcija.
43 Latvijas Republikas 5. Saeimas pirmās sēdes 1993. gada 6. jūlijā stenogramma. Accessible at: http://saeima.

lv/steno/st_93/060793.html (site last visited 28.01.2017).
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Amending act Consequences Nature of the amendment

Law of 5 June 1996 Article 85 is revised Provision for trial by jury struck  
from the Satversme; provision  
added for a Constitutional Court  
for Latvia

Law of 4 December 1997 Articles 10, 11, 13, 30, 
35, 37, 39, 45, 81, and 84 
are revised

Extended time in office for the State 
President; clarification of extent  
of immunity of members of the 
Saeima, the qualifications of 
candidates for State President and  
for the removal of judges; elections 
for the Saeima to occur over one day 
only

Law of 15 October 1998 Articles 4, 77, and 82 
are revised; Chapter 8 is 
added to the Satversme 
consisting of Articles 89 
to 116.

A catalogue of fundamental rights  
is added; Latvian accorded the status 
of state language; procedure revised 
for changes to basic constitutional 
principles; provision is added to  
the Satversme giving the principles 
to be observed for local authority 
elections

Law of 30 April 2002 Articles 18, 21, 101, and 
104 are revised

Introduction of a solemn oath  
of office to be taken by members of 
the Saeima; the Latvian language is 
specified to be the working language 
in the Saeima and also for local 
authorities

Law of 8 May 2003 Articles 68 and 79 are 
revised

Procedure introduced how 
the Saeima might delegate state 
competences to international 
institutions; how to decide  
issues arising from Latvian 
membership of the European  
Union

Law of 23 September 2004 Articles 69, 71, 72, 98, 
and 101 are revised

Time delay extended for the State 
President to exercise veto rights and 
to halt publication of a law; provision 
made for citizens of the European 
Union to take part in local authority 
elections; clarification of grounds for 
extradition of citizens of  
Latvia

Law of 15 December 2005 Article 110 is revised Marriage defined as the union of a 
man and a woman
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Amending act Consequences Nature of the amendment
Law of 3 May 2007 Article 40 is revised, 

Article 81 is abolished
Clarification of the time delay for the 
State President to give the solemn 
oath of office; Article 81 that allowed 
the Cabinet to adopt decrees with the 
force of law is struck

Law of 8 April 2009 Articles 14 and 49 are 
revised

Introduction of the minimum require-
ment of one-tenth of all voters to be 
necessary for recall of the Saeima

Law of 19 September 2013 Article 85 is revised Removal of the provision for Justices 
of the Constitutional Court to be 
ap proved by the Saeima with a secret 
ballot

Law of 19 June 2014 Preamble is revised The Preamble of the Satversme 
is amplified to list state aims and 
essential fundamental constitutional 
principles and reference to values 
held by society

Law on 19 May 2016 Article 30 is revised Abolition of the requirement 
for Saeima’s consent to impose 
administrative sanctions on Members 
of Parliament

A fundamental constitutional development was addition to the Satversme of Chap-
ter 8, “Fundamental Human Rights”, consisting of a detailed catalogue of basic rights 
corresponding to international obligations incumbent on Latvia. This constitutional 
legislation strengthened respect for the principles of democratic rule of law and high-
lighted fundamental human rights as an essential constitutional value.44 An extended 
preamble of the Satversme has produced an essential constitutional development, equal 
in importance to that of Chapter 8. The preamble now presents the aims of Latvian 
statehood, describes essential aspects of constitutional order and the common values 
of society that are the base on which the statehood of Latvia rests. Insertion of a provi-
sion in the Satversme for a Constitutional Court introduced an institution to give over-
sight of constitutional matters, and represents a significant  improvement in the parlia-
mentary system of democratic rule defined by the  Sa tversme.45

Changes to the text of Article 68 of the Satversme are also noteworthy, since these 
give constitutional legitimacy for membership of Latvia in the European Union, and 
also define the manner in which Latvian state institutions may delegate competence to 
international institutions.46 Particularly significant in this context is the requirement 

44 Kučs, A. Protection of Fundamental Rights in the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia during the Interwar 
period and after the Restoration of Independence. Law, pp. 59–60. 

45 Balodis, R., Kārkliņa, A., Danovskis, E. The Development of Constitutional and Administrative Law in 
Latvia after the Restoration of Independence. Law. Journal of University of Latvia. No. 5, 2013, pp. 54–57. 
Accessible at: http://www.lu.lv/fileadmin/user_upload/lu_portal/apgads/PDF/Jurid-zin-5_2013_.pdf (site 
last visited 28.01.2017). 

46 Levits, E. European Community Law within the Hierarchy of Legal Norms of Latvia. First Year in the  European 
Union: Current Legal Issues. Jundzis, T. (ed.). Rīga: Baltic Centre for Strategic Studies, 2005, pp. 16–26.
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that Latvian membership in the European Union is decided 
based on a referendum. This means that accession to the 
European Union, or withdrawal, may only be decided by 
the citizens of Latvia acting as a body. Article 68 of the Sat-
versme permits delegation to international organisations of 
part of national competences in the interests of strengthen-
ing democracy. The Satversme also prohibits integration of 
Latvia into unions that are composed of undemocratic 
states, or states not based on democratic  values.47

Description of the Satversme
The Satversme may be seen as one of the oldest Euro-

pean constitutions in force — there are only eight older 
constitutions in force today. This fact is unique in that the 
text of the Satversme has not been fundamentally changed 
or altered over time. Relations today between the constitu-
tional institutions of the Republic of Latvia follow the same 
principles as were laid out in the Satversme by the Con-
stituent Assembly of Latvia. The fact of the Republic of 
 Latvia deciding, after restoration of independence in the 
early 1990s, not to adopt a new constitution, but to renew 
the legal force of the 1922 Satversme may be assessed as 
equally unique.48 This decision meant that a constitution 
was legally reactivated after its legal force had been sus-
pended for more than fifty years. Such a constitutional ex-
periment has never before been attempted. Renewal of the 
legal force of the Satversme was made easier by the fact that 
it had been the only con stitution of the Republic of Latvia, since after the coup of 1934 
the authoritarian regime in Latvia did not adopt its own constitution, unlike what hap-
pened in other similar  instances.49 

Renewal of the full legal force of the Satversme implied that all of the institutions 
constitutionally defined therein would also be renewed. Legal findings from the inter-
war periods, parliamentary practices of the times, interpretations given by the Senate 
of Latvia are even today relevant sources for comprehending the Satversme, circum-
stances that facilitated successful renewal of the legal force of the Satversme.

47 Rodiņa, A., Pleps, J. Constitutionalism in Latvia: reality and development. New Millennium Constitution-
alism: Paradigms of Reality and Challenges. Erevan: Njhar, 2013, pp. 441–442. Accessible at: http://www.
concourt.am/armenian/library/cclibrary/2013/newmillenium.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

48 Taube, C. Constitutionalism in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. A study in comparative constitutional law. Up-
sala: Iustus Förlag, 2001, pp. 46–55.

49 For more details see: Плепс, Я. Восстановление действия конституций в Восточной Европе. Studia 
Politologiczne, 2014, vol. 32, pp. 40–54.

Fig. 3. The first complete commentary 
of the Satversme was published in exile, 
in Latvian refugee camps in Germany. It 
served as a reference book for study of 
the provisions of the Satversme.  Kārlis 
Vanags. Latvijas valsts satversme. Valka 
[Nirnberga]: L. Rumaka apgāds (refugee 
camp in Germany), 1948.
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Table 4
Ten oldest written constitutions in Europe in force today

State Date promulgated
The Republic of San Marino Constitution of 8 October 1600
The Kingdom of the Netherlands Constitution of 29 March 1814
The Kingdom of Norway Constitution of 17 May 1814
The Kingdom of Belgium Constitution of 7 February 1831
The Kingdom of Denmark Constitution of 5 June 1849
The Grand Duchy of Luxembourg Constitution of 17 October 1868
The Republic of Austria Constitution of 1 October 1920
The Principality of Liechtenstein Constitution of 5 October 1921
The Republic of Latvia Constitution of 15 February 1922
The Republic of Ireland Constitution of 29 December 1937

A frequently encountered assertion states that the Satversme may be regarded as a 
copy of the constitution of Germany adopted on 11 August 191950 (henceforward, the 
Weimar Constitution). This is a simplified assessment of the Satversme. It cannot be 
denied that during the period of deliberation by the Constituent Assembly of Latvia 
the Weimar Constitution was hailed as the most modern European constitution, rep-
resenting the “final word in constitutional legislation”.51 Provisions of this constitution 
were scrupulously studied and analysed; however, it was only one example that the 
Satversme Committee took note of. Ironically the most important influence of the Wei-
mar Constitution can be seen in the formulations of Part II of the Satversme, i.e. the 
text that was not adopted.52

The Satversme was written taking into account not only German constitutional 
experience, but also that of France, Switzerland, Finland, England, and the USA. Fur-
thermore, it is possible to detect the influence on the Satversme of the constitutions of 
Poland, Czechoslovakia, Estonia, and even that of Japan.53 Therefore, we may conclude 
that the authors of the Satversme integrated all of the constitutional ideas that were 
current in Europe at that time, and which were included in other European constitu-
tions adopted after the First World War (notably those of Germany, Austria, Finland, 
Greece, Estonia, and Lithuania, among others).54 The Satversme Committee was able 

50 Die Verfassung des Deutschen Reichs vom 11. August 1919. Accessible at: http://www.jura.uni-wuerzburg.
de/fileadmin/02160100/Elektronische_Texte/Verfassungstexte/Die_Weimarer_Reichsverfassung.pdf (site last 
visit ed 28.01.2017). 

51 Šilde, Ā. Latvijas vēsture. 1914–1940, 363. lpp.
52 Dišlers, K. Demokrātiskas valsts iekārtas pamati (Ievads konstitucionālajās tiesībās). Rīga: A. Gulbis, 1931, 

179. lpp.
53 Šilde, Ā. Latvijas vēsture. 1914–1940, 363. lpp.; Blūzma, V. Rietumu konstitucionālo tiesību kultūras ietekme 

uz Latvijas Republikas Satversmes tapšanu (1920–1922). Latvijas valstiskumam – 90. Latvijas valsts neatka-
rība: ideja un realizācija. Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 2010, 136.–137. lpp.

54 Žilys, J. Latvijos Respublikos Konstitucija (Satversme). Konstitucinio reguliavimo įvairovė. Vilnius: Mykolo 
Romerio Universitetas, 2006, p. 212.



107

to analyse an extensive body of information concerning constitutional order in various 
states and was able to come up with a unique text. 

Therefore, Fēlikss Cielēns, one of the authors of the Satversme, in his memoirs 
justifiably points out that, “the basis for how our state is organised derives from princi-
ples taken over from Western parliamentary democracies, such as England and 
France”.55 Modern studies emphasise the fact that the Satversme is a synthesis of the 
Weimar Constitution and the Westminster model (the constitutional order of the 
United Kingdom).56 

The Constituent Assembly of Latvia deliberately chose to adopt an extremely la-
conic text, a sparse text for the Satversme. The language of the Satversme radically dif-
fers from that of constitutions written today that typically contain extensive political 
declarations and meticulous technical provisions.57 The Satversme, both as regards the 
range of issues covered and formulation of provisions may be regarded as an instru-
mental constitution, one whose primary purpose was to define state institutions and 
their remit. Its contents were in consequence ideologically neutral, outlining only 
 several procedures as to how state authority would be enforced.58 In legal scholarship 
these constitutions are designated as procedural constitutions, which, perhaps, may be 
a more exact term.59 

The laconic formulation of provisions of the Satversme gives scope for wide-rang-
ing proposals as to how it might be improved and updated through interpretation of 
its contents, in particular, by means of Constitutional Court rulings. It is for this rea-
son that the Constitutional Court has stressed that, “by its nature the Satversme is a 
short, laconic, yet complicated document”.60

Table 5
Facts about the Satversme

One of the oldest European constitutions in force today, adopted on 15 February 1922

The legal force of the Satversme was renewed after more than fifty years hiatus — it was suspended 
after the coup of 15 May 1934 and fully renewed on 6 July 1993

The text of the Satversme is laconic and technical — it grants wide latitude to interpretation of its 
provisions, in particular, by the Constitutional Court

55 Cielēns, F. Laikmetu maiņā. Atmiņas un atziņas. 3. grāmata. Stokholma: Memento, 1998, 113. lpp.
56 Taube, C. Constitutionalism in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. A study in comparative constitutional law. 

Uppsala: Justus Förlag, 2001, p. 112.
57 Endziņš, A. The principle of separation of powers and the experience of the Constitutional Court of the 

Republic of Latvia. Report in seminar “Cases of conflicts of competence between state powers before the 
Constitutional Court”. Yerevan, 4–5 October 1999. Accessible at: http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/
documents/?pdf=CDL-JU(2000)030-e (site last visited 17.02.2016).

58 Хабриева, Т. Я., Чиркин, В. Е. Теория современной конституции. Москва: Норма, 2005, c. 18–22.
59 Jarašiūnas, E. Valstybės valdžios institucijų santykiai ir Konstitucinis Teismas. Vilnius: Teisinės Informacijos 

Centras, 2003, p. 30.
60 See the Judgement of 16 December 2005 by the Constitutional Court in case 2005-12-0103, at paragraph 

17. Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2005/05/2005-12-0103_
Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

Jānis Pleps    THE CONSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE REPUBLIC OF LATVIA



108 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

A catalogue of fundamental human rights was only added through an amendment of 15 October 
1998

The preamble of the Satversme was amended on 19 June 2014

The Satversme as adopted by the Constituent Assembly of Latvia consisted of 88 articles organised 
in seven chapters

The Satversme has been revised 14 times — 28 new articles have been added (eighth chapter), the 
preamble and 29 articles have been revised, and one article has been struck

The written constitution of the Republic of Latvia comprises several constitutional acts, the 
Satversme is not the sole legal act with constitutional relevance

Almost immediately after the Satversme entered into in force, and consistently 
thereafter, the laconic nature of its formulations have permitted the Latvian legislator 
to resolve many questions that touch upon constitutional matters by adopting ordi-
nary legislative acts.61 The Satversme itself at several points in the text permits the leg-
islator to resolve some technical constitutional problems by following normal legisla-
tive procedures. This way the legislator makes tangible what is only hinted at in the 
Satversme, or may even interpret provisions found in the Satversme. For example, Ar-
ticle 21 of the Satversme states that the internal working rules and procedures of the 
Saeima are regulated by Rules of Procedure adopted by the Saeima.62 Cabinet working 
is regulated in detail in an appropriate Law,63 whereas the Law “On Judicial Power” 
fixes details of the system of courts in Latvia.64 

Presently, constitutional issues are regulated by means of more than 20 laws in 
force, i.e. various aspects of how institutions established by the Satversme function in 
detail, as well as how fundamental human rights are enforced. Interpretation of provi-
sions contained in the Satversme by means of laws is “a natural way to add to our 
Satversme and to develop it further.”65 It needs to be pointed out that such legislation 
does not fall into the category of constitutional acts, and that the extent to which they 
are equivalent to provisions of the Satversme must be verified when examining en-
forcement of these laws, i.e. has the legislator worked within the remit granted him by 
the Satversme, or exceeded this remit.

The Constitutional Court of Latvia is the only venue for verification of the compli-
ance of laws and other legal acts with provisions of the Satversme. Rulings by the Con-
stitutional Court present an interpretation of provisions of the Satversme; these are 

61 Dišlers, K. Ievads Latvijas valststiesību zinātnē, 90.–91. lpp.
62 Saeimas kārtības rullis. Latvijas Vēstnesis, 1994. gada 18. augusts, nr. 96. Ar grozījumiem, kas izsludināti līdz 

2016. gada 31. maijam. English text of the rules of procedure accessible at: http://saeima.lv/en/legislation/
rules-of-procedure (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

63 Ministru kabineta iekārtas likums. Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2008. gada 28. maijs, Nr. 82, 65.–67. lpp. Ar grozīju-
miem, kas izsludināti līdz 2016. gada 9.martam.

64 Par tiesu varu. Latvijas Republikas Augstākās padomes un valdības Ziņotājs, 1993. gada 14. janvāris, nr. 1. Ar 
grozījumiem, kas izsludināti līdz 2015. gada 27. jūnijam. Text of this law is accessible in English at: http://www.
at.gov.lv/les/uploads/les/case_lapa/Resursi/likumi_enG/Judicial_power.doc (site last visited 17.02.2016).

65 Akmens, A. Mūsu militārā likumdošana. Tieslietu Ministrijas Vēstnesis, 1927, Nr. 6/7, 224. lpp.
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binding on all state institutions, as well as those in local authorities, and on officials, 
and, additionally, on all physical and legal persons. Consequently, provisions of the 
Satversme may be applied in the light of their interpretation by the Constitutional 
Court, the sole institution competent to do so.

The Constitutional Court is a new feature of the legal system in Latvia; however, 
during the inter-war period, a similar, functional role was played by the Senate of 
 Latvia.66 The legal force of interpretations of the Satversme by the Senate of Latvia was 
analysed during the inter-war period in terms of impact on parliamentary practices of 
the times.67 Arveds Bergs, as Member of the Saeima, expressed some prescient observa-
tions during debates on the parliamentary system of a nature that these might well 
apply to Constitutional Court rulings: “As the Senate rules, so we must accept the impli-
cations of the provisions of our Satversme, it is binding on all of our Institutions both in 
spirit and in content. (…) We cannot hold to positions other than of the Senate to be 
recognised as the interpreter of our laws, and we must abide by their rulings. One can 
say that the Satversme consists of the physical text plus interpretation of this text by the 
Senate. One arrives at the paradoxical situation, that rulings of the Senate on the Sa-
tversme also form part of the Satversme.”68 This historical comment by Arveds Bergs on 
the constitutional situation may be directly applied to the significance of modern-day 
Constitutional Court rulings on how provisions of the Satversme are to be imple-
mented. 

In contemporary democratic states constitutional court rulings are the key to in-
terpretation of the constitution. The Constitutional Court of Latvia has issued almost 
300 rulings since its creation, and these have provided important interpretation of pro-
visions of the Satversme, as well as deciding constitutional cases brought before the 
court. Therefore, one may agree with the slightly pretentious statement that in Latvia 
the Constitution is what the Constitutional Court decides it to be.69

In Latvia great importance to the constitutional order is ascribed to constitutional 
traditions.70 Professor Kārlis Dišlers long ago suggested that in constitutional legal 
matters account must be taken of “not only the letter of provisions of the Satversme 
and other legal acts, but also various domestic legal precedents and the impact of po-
litical institutions on the daily life of the state.”71 

66 Pleps, J. Satversmes iztulkošana. Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2012, 119.–122. lpp.; Vīksna, E. Normatīvo tiesību 
aktu satversmības kontrole Latvijā (1918–1934). Jurista Vārds, 2014. gada 12. augusts, Nr. 31 (833), 20.–
22. lpp.

67 Latvijas Republikas II Saeimas IX sesijas 20. sēdes 1928. gada 6. jūnijā stenogramma. Latvijas Republikas II 
Saeimas stenogrammas. IX sesija. 1928. gads. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Saeimas izdevums, 1928, 777.–806. sl.

68 Ibid., 780.–782, 799. sl.
69 Speech before the Chamber of Commerce, Elmira, New York (3 May 1907). Hughes, C. E. Addresses and Pa-

pers of Charles Evans Hughes, Governor of New York. 1906–1908. New York and London: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 
1908, p. 139. Accessible at: https://archive.org/details/addressespaperso00hugh (site last visited 17.02.2016). 

70 Par iespējamo ministra noteikumu satversmību. Valsts prezidenta Konstitucionālo tiesību komisija. Viedokļi: 
2008–2011. Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2011, 182.–183. lpp.

71 Dišlers, K. Latvijas Satversme. Latvieši II. (Rakstu krājums). Balodis, K., Šmits, P., Tentelis, A. (zin. red.) 
Rīga: Valters & Rapa, 1932, 148. lpp.
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The importance of constitutional traditions in practical implementation of provi-
sions of the Satversme is continuing to grow such that constitutional law of Latvia is 
converging with constitutional law of the United Kingdom, the latter well-known for 
its doctrine of accepting and applying Conventions.72 The Constitutional Court of 
Latvia has accepted the importance of constitutional traditions stating in a ruling: “the 
notion included in the Article [21] “the Standing Orders” shall be interpreted more 
comprehensively, i.e. as a body of norms, regulating the activities of the Parliament ... 
the Rules of Procedure do not forbid reviewing cases in compliance with the parlia-
mentary traditions, if they are not at variance with the Rules of Procedure.”73 

Constitutional tradition is a broader legal concept than are conventional norms or 
constitutional customs, as the last of these are regarded as unwritten legal norms that 
have resulted from practical application of provisions of the Satversme. The point of 
view prevailing among legal scholars and a number of ceremonial acts by institutions 
created by a constitution, together with constitutional norms or customs, comprises 
the constitutional tradition.74

Legal theory accepts that the constitutional basis for a state cannot consist of a 
single document by itself; the full extent of this basis has to be inferred from various 
sources of law.75 The Satversme is also not the sole legal act that constitutes the consti-
tutional basis of Latvia. Recognising that the Satversme is a compendium of constitu-
tional provisions, the Constitutional Court of Latvia has identified the following legal 
acts to have equal status: Act of Proclamation of the Republic of Latvia on 18 Novem-
ber 1918, the Declaration on the State of Latvia of 27 May 1920, the declaration on 
4 May 1990, “On the Restoration of the Independence of the Republic of Latvia”, and 
the constitutional law of 21 August 1991, “On the Status of the Republic of Latvia as a 
State”.76 The Constitutional Court has decided that, in addition to these acts, all laws 
have constitutional status which the Saeima has adopted on the basis of procedures set 
out in Article 68 (2) of the Satversme.77 It was on the basis of procedures set out in Ar-
ticle 68 (2) of the Satversme that the Saeima decided issues concerning Latvian mem-
bership of the European Union, and changes in the details of this membership. Fur-
thermore, it must be noted that understanding in Latvian legal theory of the meaning 
of a constitution is dominated by the school of natural law. It is accepted in Latvian 

72 Dicey, A.W. Introduction to the study of the Law of the Constitution. London and New York: Macmillan and 
Co, 1889, pp. 341–361. Accessible at: https://archive.org/details/introductiontos04dicegoog (site last visited 
17.02.2016). 

73 See the Judgement of 13 July 1998 by the Constitutional Court in case 03-04(98), at Paragraph 3 
of the Conclusions. Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/up-
loads/2005/05/2005-12-0103_Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

74 Pastars, E. Par grāmatu “Satversmes iztulkošana”. Pleps, J. Satversmes iztulkošana. Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 
2012, 5. lpp.

75 Gardner, J. Can there be a written constitution. Gardner, J. Law as Leap of Faith. Essays on Law in Ge neral. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012, pp. 116–124 

76 See the Judgement of 29 November 2007 by the Constitutional Court in case 2007-10-0102, at Paragraph 62. 
Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2007/04/2007-10-0102_
Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

77 Ibid., p. 225. See Paragraph 56.3.
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legal theory that unwritten general principles of law enjoy greater legal force and these 
can set limits to constitutional provisions.78 In the context of the doctrine of natural 
law, not only the legislator, but also those who adopt a constitution are tied to certain 
legal principles. Thus, constitutions today consist not merely of a collection of positive 
norms defined by the authors of the constitution, but comprise a complex system of 
written legal norms and general legal principles, a system that has to be interpreted 
and applied in a unified manner. 

Table 6
The structure of the written Latvian constitution

General legal principles of a democratic state

Act of Proclamation of Latvian Independence on 18 November 1918;
Declaration on the State of Latvia on 27 May 1920

Articles 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, and 77 of the Satversme adopted on 15 February 1922

Articles 5, 7–76, 78–116 of the Satversme adopted on 15 February 1922;
Declaration “On the Restoration of the Independence of the Republic of Latvia” adopted on 4 May 
1990;
The Constitutional Act “On the Status of the Republic of Latvia as a State” adopted 21 August 
1991;
Laws adopted under the provisions of Article 68 of the Satversme concerning Latvian membership 
in the European Union

Fundamental principles of the constitutional order in Latvia

Each state enjoys its own separate constitutional identity, one that is defined by the 
basic principles underlying the state. These basic principles characterise the essential 
features of the constitutional order, and they allow us to distinguish one state from 
other states.79 Constitutional studies in Latvia have led to the conclusion that there ex-
ists a written kernel of the Satversme that defines the constitutional identity of Latvia.80 
In the opinion of the State President’s Commission on Constitutional Law, the core 
 element of the Satversme that defines the historical legal identity of the state is the fact 
that Latvia is a nation-state of the Latvian nation, with Article 3 defining the fixed and 
unified nature of the territory comprising the state, the people of Latvia to be sover-
eign, and prohibition of any attempt to take away sovereign power from the people of 
Latvia. Equally the core of the Satversme consists of the identity of constitutional order 

78 Rezevska, D. Legal Methods in Latvia’s Legal Arrangement and European Integration. European Integration 
and Baltic Sea Region: Diversity and Perspectives. Muravska, T. (ed. in chief), Petrov, R., Sloka, B., Vaivads, J. 
(eds.). Rīga: University of Latvia, 2011, pp. 223–227. Accessible at: http://www.lu.lv/fileadmin/user_upload/
lu_portal/apgads/PDF/Book_konference_EIBSRS_internetam.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

79 Opinion delivered 17 September 2012 by the Latvian Presidential Committee on Constitutional Law, “Par 
Latvijas valsts konstitucionālajiem pamatiem un neaizskaramo Satversmes kodolu”, 60. lpp.

80 Ibid., 110–122. lpp.
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to be made up of democracy, the rule of law, the principle of socially responsible state, 
and the principle of a nation-state.81

It was necessary to identify and formulate the core features of the Satversme to 
place limitations on the institution competent to pass constitutional legislation. There 
is no formal clause in the Satversme that would restrict the competence of the institu-
tion empowered to adopt constitutional amendments from erasing certain provisions 
of the Satversme or deleting fundamental principles contained therein. In fact Arti-
cle  77 explicitly allows the amendment of even the most important articles of the 
Satversme, subject to a referendum. The Constitutional Court has concluded that Ar-
ticle 77 of the Satversme grants exclusive rights to the people of Latvia to amend fun-
damental provisions of the Satversme, namely to abrogate the existing constitution, or 
to legalise a new constitutional order.82 Nevertheless, the State President’s Commission 
on Constitutional Law held that the core elements of the Satversme do not allow de-
struction of the State of Latvia, nor the democratic character of its constitutional 
 order.83

The Saeima amended the Preamble to the Satversme, in order to strengthen the 
core features of the Satversme by formulating these in detail.84 Firstly, the preamble of 
the Satversme asserts that the basis for the State of Latvia is the unwavering will of the 
Latvian nation to have their own state, and that the existence of the State of Latvia is 
to be guaranteed for centuries to come. Secondly, the preamble of the Satversme as-
serts that the people of Latvia shall protect the sovereignty, national independence, 
territory, territorial integrity, and democratic system of government of the State of 
Latvia. 

The Constitutional Court has yet to rule on the concept of a fixed core of the 
Satversme, one that cannot ever be altered, the recent amendment to the Satversme 
notwithstanding. In its deliberations the Constitutional Court has yet to re-examine 
the statement that, “the State of Latvia is based on such fundamental values that, 
among the rest, include basic rights and fundamental freedoms, democracy, sover-
eignty of the state and people, separation of powers and rule of law. The state has the 
duty to guarantee these values and they cannot be infringed by introducing amend-
ments to the Satversme, these values being introduced by law.”85 However, this formu-
lation implies that the state of Latvia rests on clear basic constitutional principles which 
the legislator cannot revisit though mere amendments to the Satversme regard.

81 Opinion delivered 17 September 2012 by the Latvian Presidential Committee on Constitutional Law, “Par 
Latvijas valsts konstitucionālajiem pamatiem un neaizskaramo Satversmes kodolu”, 122–134. lpp.

82 See the Judgement of 29 November 2007 of the Constitutional Court in case 2007-10-0102 at Paragraph 31.1. 
Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2007/04/2007-10-0102_
Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

83 Opinion delivered 17 September 2012 by the Latvian Presidential Committee on Constitutional Law, “Par 
Latvijas valsts konstitucionālajiem pamatiem un neaizskaramo Satversmes kodolu”, 146. lpp.

84 Balodis, R. Latvijas Republikas Satversmes ievads. Latvijas Republikas Satversmes komentāri. Ievads. I nod-
aļa. Vispārējie noteikumi. Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2014, 107.–109. lpp.

85 See the Judgement of 7 April 2009 by the Constitutional Court in case 2008-35-01, at Paragraph 17. Text in 
English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2008/09/2008-35-01_Spriedums_
ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 
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The theory of a fixed core of the Satversme, or the fundamental values of the Latvia 
as a state as formulated by the Constitutional Court, have defined a new set of consti-
tutional issues that cannot be regulated by the constitutional legislator adopting 
amendments although this restriction is absent from the text of the Satversme. Such 
constitutional elements have been dubbed as eternity clauses that forbid amendment 
of the fundamental elements of constitutional order and which are justified by schol-
arly constitutional legal arguments and in particular by constitutional courts.86 The 
necessity for this theory to emerge derives from the principle that a democracy has to 
defend itself. Even if the provisions of a constitution do not explicitly contain an eter-
nity clause, no constitutional court may approve that state independence or a demo-
cratic order might be abolished following a democratic procedure. The Constitutional 
Court and the entire court system have to be equal to the task in such cases to deal 
with threats to the democratic character of the state.87

During debates on the draft Satversme by the Satversme Commission of the Con-
stituent Assembly of Latvia, four basic principles were identified as underpinning its 
provisions: state sovereignty, democracy, republicanism, and sovereignty of the 
 people.88 These basic constitutional principles have nonetheless since evolved based on 
practical implementation of the Satversme. The Constitutional Court and constitu-
tional legal science have made significant contributions to this process. Present con-
sensus holds that the fundamental constitutional principles in the case of Latvia are 
state sovereignty, the sovereignty of the people, democracy, republicanism, the rule of 
law, the principle of socially responsible state, and the principle of a nation-state.89 

The Constitutional Court has concluded that the concept of a democratic republic 
found in Article 1 of the Satversme implies the principle of the rule of law.90 The prin-
ciple of the rule of law implies respect for fundamental individual rights, separation of 
powers, supremacy of law, legality, existence of a mechanism for legal defence, state 
responsibility, guarantee of criminal proceedings, legal security including legal cer-
tainty, proportionality, priority of constitutional law, consistency of the system of laws, 
the right of individuals to be heard.91 Likewise the Constitutional Court has concluded 
that one of the fundamental principles of a constitutional order is a socially responsible 

86 Wiental, S. The Challenge of Reconciling Constitutional Eternity Clauses with Popular Sovereignty: Toward 
Three-track Democracy in Israel as a Universal Holistic Constitutional System and Theory. Israel Law Re-
view, 2011, Vol. 44 (3), pp. 460–461. 

87 Barak, A. The Supreme Court and the Problem of Terrorism. Judgements of the Israel Supreme Court: Fight-
ing Terrorism within the Law. Jerusalem: Israel Supreme Court, 2005, pp. 9–14

88 Latvijas Satversmes sapulces IV sesijas 1. sēdes 1921. gada 20. septembrī stenogramma. Latvijas Satversmes 
sapulces stenogrammas. 1921. gads. 14. burtnīca. Rīga: Satversmes sapulces izdevums, 1921, 1311. lpp.

89 Grigore-Bāra, E., Kovaļevska, A., Liepa, L., Levits, E., Mits, M., Rezevska, D., Rozenvalds, J., Sniedzīte, G. 
Satversmes 1. pants. Latvijas Republikas Satversmes komentāri. Ievads. I nodaļa. Vispārējie noteikumi. Rīga: 
Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2014, 136.–232. lpp.

90 See the Judgement of 1 October 1999 by the Constitutional Court, case Nr.03-05(99), at Paragraph 
1 of the Conclusions. Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/up-
loads/1999/06/03-0599_Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

91 Dravnieks, A. Vai Latvija jau ir tiesiska valsts. Administratīvā procesa likums. Administratīvā procesa likuma 
spēkā stāšanās likums. 3. izdevums. Rīga: Tiesu namu aģentūra, 2006, XIII lpp.
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state.92 Social responsibility means that the state has the responsibility to ensure a de-
cent standard of living and protection for individuals who fall into the category of 
being at risk socially, as well as for the state to promote the principle of socially re-
sponsible state.93

The people of Latvia, according to the principle of people’s sovereignty, are the sole 
subject of the sovereign power of the state. “The constitutionally defined institutions 
are not the source of state power, but the people of Latvia who are the bearers of state 
sovereignty. The sovereignty of the people means that the people have the right to de-
cide their fate, including as well the right to establish an independent state.”94

Article 2 of the Satversme implies the continuity doctrine for the State of Latvia as 
explicitly formulated in the Declaration adopted on 4 May 1990, “On the Restoration 
of the Independence of the Republic of Latvia”.95 This is the official position of the Re-
public of Latvia, namely that the Republic of Latvia, founded on 18 November 1918, 
the aggression and occupation by the USSR in 1940 notwithstanding, continued to 
exist without interruption.96 

The principle of the unity of all of the regions historically and ethnically inhabited 
by the Latvian people is contained in Article 3 of the Satversme.97 Article 4 of the 
Satversme defines the Latvian language as the official state language and describes the 
flag of Latvia. The principle of a nation-state may be derived from these features.98 The 
nation-state aspect of Latvia requires that Latvian identity, the Latvian language, cul-
ture, traditions be promoted, that democratic patriotism flourish, as well as the inte-
gration of society on the basis of the Latvian language, deeper appreciation of national 
values and the history of the state of Latvian and of the Latvian people. Latvian identity 
means a sense of belonging to Western and European political and cultural space.99

92 See the Judgement of 2 November 2006 by the Constitutional Court in case 2006-07-01, at Paragraph 18. 
Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2006/04/2006-07-01_
Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

93 Kovaļevska, A. Sociāli atbildīgas valsts princips. Jurista Vārds, 2008. gada 26. augusts, Nr. 32, 10.–13. lpp.
94 See the Judgement of 29 November 2007 by the Constitutional Court in case 2007-10-0102, at Paragraph 

31.1. Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2007/04/2007-10-0102_
Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

95 Ibid., at Paragraphs 31–34.
96 Levits, E. 4. maija Deklarācija Latvijas tiesību sistēmā. 4. maijs. Rakstu, atmiņu un dokumentu krājums par 

Neatkarības deklarāciju. Dr. habil. Tālava Jundža redakcijā. Rīga: Fonds Latvijas Vēsture, 2000, 56. lpp. See 
also: Mälksoo, L. Illegal Annexation and State Continuity: The Case of the Incorporation of the Baltic States 
by the USSR. A Study of the Tension between Normativity and Power in International Law. Leiden: Martinus 
Nijhoff Publishers. Brill, Erik Castrén Institute Monographies, 2003; Ziemele, I. State Continuity and Nation-
ality: The Baltic States and Russia: Past, Present and Future as Defined by International Law. Leiden: Martinus 
Nijhoff Publishers, 2005, pp. 424.

97 See the Judgement of 29 November 2007 by the Constitutional Court in case 2007-10-0102, at Paragraph 40.1. 
Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2007/04/2007-10-0102_
Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

98 Levits, E. Par latviešu valodu Satversmes 4. pantā nacionālas valsts kontekstā. Jurista Vārds, 2011. gada 
25. oktobris, Nr. 43, 8. lpp.

99 See Paragraph 12.3 of the opinion, Par sabiedrisko elektronisko plašsaziņas līdzekļu tiesisko regulējumu 
demokrātiskas valsts iekārtā. Valsts prezidenta Konstitucionālo tiesību komisija. Viedokļi: 2008–2011. Rīga: 
Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2011, 84. lpp.
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Article 68 of the Satversme was amended to read in part, that Latvia, for the pur-
pose of strengthening democracy, may delegate a part of the state competences to in-
ternational institutions, as well as settings conditions on the membership of Latvia in 
the European Union. This amendment introduced the principle of European integra-
tion to the Satversme.100 The Satversme is open to membership of the European 
Union; this principle is a constitutional norm that allows implementation of Euro-
pean Union law as part of the legal system of Latvia. The Constitutional Court has 
stated that, “European Union law has become an integral part of the Latvian legal 
system.”101

The actions of the Constitutional Court and conclusions drawn from constitu-
tional theory clearly outline the essential fundamental aspects of the statehood of 
Latvia. At the same time carrying out a sociological analysis of the amendments to the 
Satversme one can clearly identify those constitutional values that the legislator actu-
ally regards as needed to be constitutionally protected. Professor András Sajó has 
concluded that constitutions tend to be written out of fear. Assistance of a constitution 
is sought to prevent repetition of a past threat to society or to the constitutional or-
der.102 The work of the constitutional legislator in amending the Satversme has identi-
fied which constitutional values contained in the Satversme merit greatest protec-
tion  — the statehood of Latvia, its independence, personal freedom, the Latvian 
language, and geopolitical belonging to the cultural space of Europe. 

The constitutional provision that the Latvian language is the sole official language 
of the state has been clarified three times by means of amendments to the Satversme, 
with the concept of ‘the Latvian language’ appearing eight times in the text of the Sat-
versme. The foreign policy orientation of Latvia in terms of its membership in the 
European Union has been called up three times in the Satversme, with reference to 
Europe occurring eight times in the text of the Satversme. In the new Preamble of the 
Satversme the concepts of ‘freedom’ and ‘independence’ are found conspicuously 
often in this part of the Satversme, despite the texts of the official oaths of office, also 
part of the Satversme, emphasise the significance of the state of Latvia. When one 
looks at the historical development of Latvian statehood we must conclude that pro-
tection sought for these values reflects the extent to which they were threatened dur-
ing the period of Soviet occupation.103

100 Balodis, R. The Constitution of Latvia, pp. 16–17.
101 See the Judgement of 17 January 2008 of the Constitutional Court in case 2007-11-03, at Paragraph 24.2. 

Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2007/05/2007-11-03_Sprie-
dums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

102 Sajó, A. Limiting Government. An Introduction to Constitutionalism. Budapest: Central European University 
Press, 1999, pp. 5–9.

103 For details see: Pleps, J. Constitution as a National Symbol: example of Latvia. Societal Innovations for 
Global Growth, Nr. 1 (3) (2014), pp. 170–172. Accessible at: http://socin2014.mruni.eu/wp-content/up-
loads/2014/12/Societal-Innovations-for-Global-Growth.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).
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Fundamental rights

Fundamental human rights are addressed in the final eighth chapter of the 
Satversme that was only adopted on 15 October 1998.104 Before this date, the Satversme 
did not contain a catalogue of fundamental human rights since the Constituent As-
sembly of Latvia had been unable to agree to Part II of the Satversme, “Basic regula-
tions on the rights and duties of citizens”. This was considered to be one of the essential 
weaknesses of the Satversme, as protection of individual rights vis-à-vis state authority 
did not enjoy constitutional status.105 In practice the legislator guarantees fundamental 
rights of the individual by means of separate laws that determined how fundamental 
rights were exercised. For its part the Senate of Latvia in its deliberations acted to pro-
tect the exercise of fundamental human rights citing Article 9 of the temporary provi-
sions for the political system of Latvia that provided guarantees for fundamental rights, 
declaring the latter to be in force since the Satversme had not replaced these provisions 
with equivalent provisions.106 However, these efforts were insufficient to compensate 
for the lack of a catalogue of fundamental rights in the Satversme, as one of the basic 
questions treated in the constitution of a democratic state subject to the rule of law is 
regulating the relationship of individuals and state institutions. 

Addition of Chapter 8 to the Satversme was practically important since a catalogue 
of modern individual rights was now part of the Satversme.107 Formulation of the pro-
visions of this chapter took into account international obligations of Latvia, in particu-
lar the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 
adopted by the Member States of the Council of Europe108, and examples from the 
most modern European constitutions. After the Satversme was augmented by Chapter 
8, both the state institutions of Latvia and the residents of Latvia began to appreciate 
the significance of fundamental human rights and how they could be exercised in 
practice.

Chapter 8 of the Satversme contains the most civil, political, social, and cultural 
rights of individuals.109 The provisions of Chapter 8 of the Satversme are formally simi-
lar to provisions found in other state constitutions and texts of international treaties 
on fundamental rights. However, it must be pointed out that the Satversme contains a 
provision on the right of individuals to live in a benevolent environment which reflects 

104 Grozījumi Latvijas Republikas Satversmē. Latvijas Vēstnesis, 1998. gada 23. oktobris, Nr. 308/312.
105 Laserson, M. M. Das Verfassungsrecht Lettlands. Jahrbuch des öffentlichen Rechts der Gegenwart. Tübingen: 

Mohr Siebeck. Bd. XII, 1923/1924, S. 258–265.
106 Latvijas Senāta Administratīvā departamenta 1929. gada 20. novembra spriedums Nr.  64. Latvijas Senāta 

spriedumi (1918–1940). 3. sējums. Senāta Administratīvā departamenta spriedumi (1926–1930). Rīga: Latvi-
jas Republikas Augstākā tiesa, Senatora Augusta Lēbera fonds, 1997, 1200. lpp.

107 For details see: Kučs, A. Protection of Fundamental Rights in the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia 
during the Interwar period and after the Restoration of Independence, pp. 58–60. Accessible at: http://www.
lu.lv/fileadmin/user_upload/lu_portal/apgads/PDF/Juristu-zurn_7.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

108 European Convention on Human Rights. Accessible at: http://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_
ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

109 Rezevska, D. The Republic of Latvia. Constitutional Law of the EU Member States. 2nd revised edition. L. F. 
M. Besselink, P. P. T. Bovend’Eert, J. L. W. Broeksteeg, R. de Lange, W. Voermans (eds.). The Hague: Kluwer 
Law International, 2014, pp. 1017–1021.
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the most recent advances in the evolution of constitutional rights. Environmental pro-
tection, preservation of the existing ecological system as a constitutional value, and the 
necessity to mitigate threats to the environment resulting from economic activities of 
people have accelerated the development of the principle of an ecological state and the 
formulation of state responsibilities in this regard.110 Article 115 of the Satversme ex-
presses the right of individuals to live in a benevolent environment. This is an example 
of a third generation right or a collective right, a step that was for its time a novel con-
stitutional provision. Even more so — the right to live in a benevolent environment, as 
well as social, economic, and cultural rights are expressed in the Satversme not as po-
litical aims and obligations of the state, but as subjective guarantees, the exercise of 
which individuals may prove through the courts in case of need. If any individual feels 
that his personal fundamental rights have been infringed he may introduce a constitu-
tional complaint to the Constitutional Court. The substantial contribution made by 
the Constitutional Court to formulating standards and protection of fundamental 
rights is noted. The Constitutional Court has helped ensure the working of an effective 
and modern system to defend fundamental rights. In parallel with the work of the 
Constitutional Court, the office of the ombudsman plays an important role in ensur-
ing respect for fundamental human rights and good governance in Latvia.

Table 7
Fundamental human rights as defined in the Satversme

Rights Provision
Respect for human dignity Preamble
The right to vote and to be elected to the Saeima Articles 8 and 9
The right to participate in national referendums  Article 80
The right to know about his or her rights Article 90
Equality before the law and the courts, rights to be realised without dis-
crimination of any kind

Article 91

The right to defend oneself in a fair court Article 92
Presumption of innocence Article 92
Baseless violation of rights produces a right to commensurate compensation Article 92
Everyone has a right to the assistance of counsel Article 92
The right to life Article 93
The right to liberty and security Article 94
The right to honour and dignity; torture or other cruel or degrading treat-
ment is prohibited

Article 95

110 Čepāne, I. Sabiedrības tiesību aizsardzības efektivitāte teritorijas plānošanas lietās. Aktuālās cilvēktiesību aiz-
sardzības problēmas. Konstitucionālā sūdzība. Satversmes tiesas 2008. un 2009. gada konferenču materiālu 
krājums. Rīga: Tiesu namu aģentūra, 2010, 70.–93. lpp.
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Rights Provision

Inviolability of the private life of individuals Article 96

Freedom to move including the right freely to depart from Latvia Articles 97 and 
98

Freedom of thought, conscience and religion Article 99

Freedom of expression Article 100

The right to participate in the work of the state and of local government and 
to hold a position in the civil service

Article 101

The right to form and join associations Article 102

Freedom to hold peaceful public meetings Article 103

The right to petition state and local government bodies and to receive a 
reply 

Article 104

The right to property Article 105

Freedom to choose a profession Article 106

The right to receive fair remuneration for work Article 107

The right to weekly holidays and an annual vacation Article 107

The right to collective agreements Article 108

The right to strike Article 108

The right to belong to a union Article 108

The right to social benefits Article 109

Marriage, family, parents’, and children’s rights Article 110

Human health protection, basic level of universal medical assistance Article 111

The right to an education Article 112

Freedom of scientific research, artistic and other creative activity; copyrights 
and patent right

Article 113

Rights of ethnic minorities Article 114

The right of everyone to live in a benevolent environment Article 115

Fundamental human rights issues are not a phenomenon peculiar to the State of 
Latvia, nor do these arise as a result of specific legal norms in force. Provisions on fun-
damental rights are common to all democratic states, and these rights are protected 
not only in individual states but also benefit from international legal protection. As a 
result, interpretation of how national provisions are applied cannot be done arbitrarily; 
such interpretation must take into account the international obligations of Latvia in 
the field of fundamental rights and common practical experience of democratic states. 
The Constitutional Court has concluded that for cases wherein an interpretation is 
necessary of fundamental rights’ provisions of the Satversme, this norm is to be exam-
ined as much as possible following international legal practice in the field of applica-
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tion of international human rights’ provisions.111 This means that the provisions of the 
Satversme must be interpreted in a manner that does not conflict with international 
commitments by the Republic of Latvia in the field of protection of human rights.112

Chapter 8 of the Satversme is not a perfect example of a catalogue of fundamental 
human rights. A number of shortcomings in its formulations were pointed out at the 
time of adoption by studies carried out by legal scholars of Latvia. The latter pointed 
out as problematic the very heading of Chapter 8, as well as issues arising in several of 
its provisions.113 The description in Article 116 of the Satversme of how restrictions 
may be placed on the exercise of fundamental rights was criticised by legal scholars. At 
the time of its adoption, formulation of this article was considered to be the weakest of 
all provisions contained in Chapter 8 of the Satversme.114 Article 116 of the Satversme 
only partially addresses the methodology of placing restrictions on the exercise of fun-
damental rights by pointing to a law that would regulate these restrictions and the le-
gitimate reasons why such restrictions would be necessary, but failing to mention pro-
portionality as a criterion for allowing restrictions to be placed on fundamental human 
rights.115 Similarly, Article 116 of the Satversme fails to explain how the exercise of 
other fundamental rights, not listed in this article, might legitimately be restricted 
since in addition to Article 116 of the Satversme there are three additional formula-
tions that allow for restrictions to be put in place on the exercise of fundamental 
rights.116

Through its actions in twenty years, taking into account the findings of Latvian 
legal scholars as well as the experience of other states, the Constitutional Court has 
done away with inconsistencies in the provisions of Chapter 8 of the Satversme. The 
Constitutional Court has in its rulings formulated and improved certain provisions of 
the Satversme in respect of fundamental human rights, and has established a method-
ology in Latvia corresponding to the international obligations of Latvia to deal with 
the need to restrict the exercise of fundamental human rights. This allows us to con-
clude, in a large measure, that the provisions of Chapter 8 of the Satversme are not so 
much that which had been intended by the authors of these constitutional provisions 
but that which the Constitutional Court has determined through its rulings. Inter-
pretation of the provisions of Chapter 8 of the Satversme has taken place through a 

111 See the Judgement of 30 August 2000 of the Constitutional Court in case 2000-03-01, at Paragraph  5 of the 
Conclusions. Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2000/03/2000- 
03-01_Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

112 See the Judgement of 13 May 2005 of the Constitutional Court in case 2004-18-0106, at Paragraph  5 of 
the Conclusions. Text in English is accessible at: http://www.satv.tiesa.gov.lv/wp-content/uploads/2004/ 
08/2004-18-0106_Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

113 Levits, E. Piezīmes par Satversmes 8. nodaļu – Cilvēka pamattiesības. Cilvēktiesību Žurnāls, 1999, Nr. 9–12, 
11.–40. lpp.; Buka, A. Satversmes astotā nodaļa – medus muca ar … Jurista Vārds, 1999. gada 11. marts, 
Nr. 9 (116), 1999. gada 18. marts, Nr. 10 (117).

114 Levits, E. Piezīmes par Satversmes 8. nodaļu – Cilvēka pamattiesības, 21. lpp.
115 Even more so, at one time Members of the Saeima rejected insertion into a draft of Article 116 of the Sat-

versme reference to proportionality, for more detail see: Mits, M. European Convention on Human Rights in 
Latvia. Impact on Legal Doctrine and Application of Legal Norms. Lund: Media Tryck, 2010, pp. 163–165.

116 Plakane, I. Pamattiesību ierobežošana Satversmē. Jurista Vārds, 2003. gada 8. aprīlis, Nr. 14 (272), 2003. gada 
15. aprīlis, Nr. 15 (273).
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meaningful interaction between the institution empowered to adopt constitutional 
laws and the Constitutional Court, this experience giving positive results for the devel-
opment of a democratic state based on the rule of law.

The organisation of state governance

The polity defined by the Satversme may be described as a parliamentary repub-
lic.117 The Constituent Assembly of Latvia deliberately chose the parliamentary system 
as the most appropriate form of government administration. Parliament is the pre-
dominant state institution in Latvia and it has merited a specific term ‘Saeima’ describ-
ing it in Latvian, one coined especially for this purpose. The New Latvian Juris 
Alunāns crafted this term to mimic the German terms ‘Landtag’ and ‘Reichstag’.118 
Jānis Purgals, a member of the Satversme Committee, pointed out that “the Saeima, 
consisting of 100 representatives of the people, plays the central role among the high-
est state institutions in Latvia. The Saeima is the institution that adopts legislation. As 
a grouping of representatives of the people it occupies the most visible place.”119 

Members of the Saeima are elected for a term of four years in free, direct, general, 
equal elections by secret ballot based on proportional representation. Lists of candidates for 
election to the Saeima may only be proposed by political parties or by political party groups 
and a list must receive at least 5% of the total number of votes cast to gain mandates for 
members of the Saeima. The democratic legitimacy that elections confer on members of 

117 Schiemann, P. Acht Jahre lettländische Verfassung. Jahrbuch des öffentlichen Rechts der Gegenwart. Tübin-
gen: Mohr Siebeck, Bd. 18, 1930, S. 261–273.

118 Gerts, O. About the Fathers, Founders of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. Latvijas Republikas 
Satversme. Apsītis, R., Pleps, J. (zin. red.). Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2012, 314. lpp.

119 Latvijas Satversmes sapulces IV sesijas 1. sēdes 1921. gada 20. septembrī stenogramma. Latvijas Satversmes 
sapulces stenogrammas. 1921. gads. 14. burtnīca. Rīga: Satversmes sapulces izdevums, 1921, 1313. lpp.

Fig. 4. Justices of the 
Constitutional Court of 
the Republic of Latvia 
(left to right) Kaspars 
Balodis, Uldis Ķinis, Daiga 
Rezevska, Aldis Laviņš, 
Ineta Ziemele and Gunārs 
Kusiņš meeting State 
President Raimonds Vējonis, 
26 April 2016. Photograph by 
Toms Kalniņš, Chancellery of 
the State President
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the Saeima explains the dominant posi-
tion occupied by the Sa eima in the con-
stitutional system of Latvia. Members of 
the Saeima represent the sum of all cit-
izens of Latvia and exercise state power 
in their name. The essential feature of 
a parliamentary system is that all state 
institutions submit to parliament as it is 
an expression of the will of the  people.120 

The Satversme grants the Saeima the 
power to adopt legislation, as well as 
other competences. The Saeima elects 
the State President, approves and may 
at any moment express no confidence 
in the Cabinet of Ministers. The Saeima 
also confirms in office judges, including 
Justices of the Constitutional Court, and 
a number of other high officials. As re-
gards the role of the Saeima, the Senate 
of Latvia has justifiably concluded that 
“the Saeima, in addition to its funda-
mental task of adopting legislation, also 
has wide scope to act in administrative 
matters: take decisions of a general nature that do not have the force of law, adopt as 
needed transitional measures and issue instructions and orders to the government. 
These decisions and orders must be accepted and carried out by all state institutions an 
officials, and by all other bodies and citizens of Latvia.”121

The state institutional system described in the Satversme is typical of such systems 
in Europe at the beginning of the 20th century, ones where parliament was not suffi-
ciently well controlled. A major failing of this model is that it leads to an unstable par-
liamentary majority, and to frequent changes in government. Such instability lessens 
the authority of parliament and the faith of citizens in its effectiveness. From the time 
that it was proclaimed, a multi-party system has prevailed in the Republic of Latvia 
and parliamentary majorities are formed as the coalition of several parties, which in 
turn often prove incapable to sustain long-term cooperation and government stability. 
It is also important to point out that political parties in Latvia are weak and incapable 
of delivering their constitutional functions.122 At the same time, a vigorous political 
party system, capable of ensuring an effective parliamentary system, is the alpha and 

120 Гессенъ, В. М. Основы конституцiоннаго права. Петроградъ: Право, 1918, c. 437.
121 Latvijas Senāta Administratīvā departamenta 1926. gada 23. marta spriedums Nr. 32. Latvijas Senāta spriedumi 

(1918–1940). 3. sējums. Senāta Administratīvā departamenta spriedumi (1926–1930). Rīga: Latvijas Republikas 
Augstākā tiesa, Senatora Augusta Lēbera fonds, 1997, 53.–56. lpp.

122 Ekspertu grupas pārvaldības pilnveidei priekšlikumi (III). Politisko partiju sistēmas pilnveidošanas iespējas. Acces-
sible at: http://www.president.lv/images/modules/items/PDF/zinojums%20pp_.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

Fig. 5. The presidium of the Saeima beginning its work is 
photographed assembled in front of a picture of Jānis Čakste, 
Chairman of the People’s Council of Latvia, President of the 
Constituent Assembly of Latvia, and First State President, 
located in the building of the Saeima: (left to right) Deputy 
Secretary Gunārs Kūtris, Secretary Andrejs Klementjevs, 
Speaker Ināra Mūrniece, Deputy Speaker Gundars Daudze 
and Deputy Speaker Inese Lībiņa-Egnere. Photograph by 
Ernests Dinka, Saeima Chancellery 
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omega of the parliamentary system of governance.123 The parliamentary system can 
only work effectively when based upon stable political parties. The goals of any parlia-
mentary system can only be reached if there is a stable majority in parliament one that 
can support the government as the constitutionally defined executive branch and op-
position. Weak political parties threaten successful working of the parliamentary sys-
tem and decrease citizens’ confidence in state authority. 

Table 8
The parliaments and governments of the Republic of Latvia

Parliament Duration Governments and their duration
The People’s Council of Latvia 17.11.1918 – 

01.05.1920
1) Kārlis Ulmanis’ Provisional Government,
17.11.1918–14.07.1919
2) Kārlis Ulmanis’ Provisional Government,
14.07.1919–09.12.1919
3) Kārlis Ulmanis’ Provisional Government,
09.12.1919–12.06.1920

The Constituent Assembly of 
Latvia

01.05.1920–
07.11.1922

4) Kārlis Ulmanis’ Cabinet,
12.06.1920–19.06.1921
5) Zigfrīds Anna Meierovics’ Cabinet,
19.06.1921–27.01.1923

I Saeima 07.11.1922–
03.11.1925

6) Jānis Pauļuks’ Cabinet,
27.01.1923–28.06.1923
7) Zigfrīds Anna Meierovics’ Cabinet,
28.06.1923–27.01.1924
8) Voldemārs Zamuels’ Cabinet,
27.01.1924–19.12.1924
9) Hugo Celmiņš’s Cabinet,
19.12.1924–24.12.1925

II Saeima 03.11.1925–
06.11.1928

10) Kārlis Ulmanis’ Cabinet,
24.12.1925–07.05.1926
11) Artūrs Alberings’ Cabinet,
07.05.1926–19.12.1926
12) Marģers Skujenieks’ Cabinet,
19.12.1926–24.01.1928
13) Pēteris Juraševskis’ Cabinet,
24.01.1928–01.12.1928

III Saeima 06.11.1928–
03.11.1931

14) Hugo Celmiņš’s Cabinet,
01.12.1928–27.03.1931
15) Kārlis Ulmanis’ Cabinet, 
27.03.1931–06.12.1931.

IV Saeima 03.11.1931–
15.05.1934

16) Marģers Skujenieks’ Cabinet,
06.12.1931–24.03.1933
17) Ādolfs Bļodnieks’ Cabinet,
24.03.1933–17.03.1934
18) Kārlis Ulmanis’ Cabinet,
17.03.1934–15.05.1934

123 Cielava, V. 1922. gada Satversme — veca dziesma jaunās skaņās. Literatūra un Māksla, Nr. 16, 1992. gada 
1. maijs. 4. lpp.
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Parliament Duration Governments and their duration
Cabinet (usurped the role of the 
Saeima after the coup d’état of 
15 May 1934)

16.05.1934–
17.06.1940

19) Kārlis Ulmanis’ Cabinet,
18.06.1934–17.06.1940

Supreme Council 04.05.1990–
06.07.1993

20) Ivars Godmanis’ Council of Ministers,
07.05.1990–03.08.1993

5th Saeima 06.07.1993–
07.11.1995

21) Valdis Birkavs’ Cabinet,
03.08.1993–19.09.1994
22) Māris Gailis’ Cabinet,
19.09.1994–21.12.1995

6th Saeima 07.11.1995–
03.11.1998

23) Andris Šķēle’s Cabinet,
21.12.1995–13.02.1997
24) Andris Šķēle’s Cabinet,
13.02.1997–07.08.1997
25) Guntars Krasts’ Cabinet,
07.08.1997–26.11.1998

7th Saeima 03.11.1998–
05.11.2002

26) Vilis Krištopans’ Cabinet,
26.11.1998–16.07.1999
27) Andris Šķēle’s Cabinet,
16.07.1999–05.05.2000
28) Andris Bērziņš’ Cabinet,
05.05.2000–07.11.2002

8th Saeima 05.11.2002- 
07.11.2006

29) Einars Repše’s Cabinet,
07.11.2002 - 09.03.2004
30) Indulis Emsis’ Cabinet,
09.03.2004–02.12.2004
31) Aigars Kalvītis’ Cabinet,
02.12.2004–07.11.2006

9th Saeima 07.11.2006–
02.11.2010

32) Aigars Kalvītis’ Cabinet,
07.11.2006–20.12.2007
33) Ivars Godmanis’ Cabinet,
20.12.2007–12.03.2009
34) Valdis Dombrovskis’ Cabinet,
12.03.2009–02.11.2010

10th Saeima 02.11.2010–
17.10.2011

35) Valdis Dombrovskis’ Cabinet,
02.11.2010–24.10.2011

11th Saeima 17.10.2011–
04.11.2014

36) Valdis Dombrovskis’ Cabinet,
24.10.2011–22.01.2014
37) Laimdota Straujuma’s Cabinet,
22.01.2014–05.11.2014

12th Saeima From 04.11.2014 
onwards

38) Laimdota Straujuma’s Cabinet,
05.11.2014 - 11.02.2016;
39) Māris Kučinskis’ Cabinet,
from 11.02.2016 onwards

The Constituent Assembly of Latvia sought to counterbalance the dominant posi-
tion of the Saeima by providing for referendums and the institution of electors pro-
posing new legislation, thus making the body of eligible voters into a second lawgiving 
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institution, standing alongside the Saeima. Inspired by the example of the Swiss Con-
federation and its cantonal constitutional traditions, the Constituent Assembly of 
Latvia included a wide range of possibilities for the body of citizens to engage them-
selves in dealing with a range of national issues.

First, Article 48 of the Satversme provides for a mechanism to dissolve parliament 
that is unique in the world.124 The State President has the right to initiate dissolution of 
the Saeima, but the final decision to dissolve the Saeima is taken collectively by the 
citizens through a referendum. If the referendum result is not in favour of dissolving 
the Saeima, the State President automatically is removed from office. The right of the 
citizens collectively to decide whether new elections of the Saeima are needed has been 
firmed up through an amendment to Article 14 of the Satversme and has allowed no 
fewer than one-tenth of the citizens of Latvia to call for dissolution of the Saeima. 
Thus, at present, citizens collectively may insist that a referendum be held on dissolu-
tion of the Saeima before the end of its mandate, and vote in a referendum to do so.125 

Second, certain key articles of the Satversme, 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, and 77, that define the 
fundamental principles of constitutional order in Latvia, may only be amended by a 
referendum. Acting by itself the Saeima does not have the right to decide how these 
articles might be amended (Article 77 of the Satversme).

Third, Article 68 of the Satversme provides for the citizens of Latvia to decide is-
sues on Latvian membership of the European Union.

Fourth, the State President or one-third of the members of the Saeima may de-
mand that a law be decided by referendum if at least one-tenth of the eligible voters 
demand a referendum to be held and the result may mean repeal of a law that had 
been adopted by the Saeima.

Finally, a fully worked out detailed legal act, including one that amends the 
Satversme, may be submitted to the Saeima by no fewer than one-tenth of all those eli-
gible to vote. Article 78 of the Satversme stipulates that a referendum automatically 
follows if the Saeima rejects the proposed legislation.126

Consequently, one may characterise Latvia as a democratic parliamentary republic 
with some element of direct democracy, given that the constitutional right of the elec-
torate to hold referendums and to propose new legislation gives the body of citizens’ 
control of the work of the Saeima. In practice, however, difficulties are encountered 
when trying to take advantage of these constitutional rights as the numerical demands 
of citizen participation are quite difficult to be satisfied by the body of voters that their 
political position gains legal force. 

124 Сахаров, Н. Институт президентства в современном мире. Москва: Юридическая литература, 1994, 
с. 129.

125 For details see: Kārkliņa, A. Dissolution of Parliament in Latvia: Legal Regulation and Practice. Jurispru-
dencija, 2013, t. 20 (3), pp. 1213–1229. Accessible at: http://www.mruni.eu/upload/iblock/4ad/JUR-13-20-3-
18.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).

126 For further details see: Rodiņa, A., Pleps, J. Constitutionalism in Latvia: reality and development. New Millen-
nium Constitutionalism: Paradigms of Reality and Challenges. Erevan: Njhar, 2013, pp. 451–460. Accessible at: 
http://www.concourt.am/armenian/library/cclibrary/2013/newmillenium.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017).
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Table 9
Referendums held while the Satversme was in force

Date Referendum issue(s) Outcome
1–2 September 1923 Law proposed by voters to exclude 

Churches and Prayer Houses from 
expropriation
(Article 78 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 205 586; 
quorum was not reached

17–18 December 
1927

Draft law proposed by voters, “Law to 
rescind changes introduced into the 
Law on citizenship”
(Article 78 of the Satversme) 

Voter participation 242 798;
quorum was not reached

5–6 September 1931 Draft law proposed by voters, “Law on 
Māras Church”
(Article 78 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 390 883;
quorum was not reached

24–25 February 
1934

Draft law proposed by voters, “Law on 
support in old age and in cases of work 
disability and for the unemployed
(Article 78 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 441 903; 
quorum was not reached

3 October 1998 Repeal of the Law “Changes to the Law 
on Citizenship” 
(Article 72 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 928 040; 
quorum reached; 
in favour of annulling the 
Law—416 584, against — 487 559; 
proposition rejected

13 November 1999 Repeal of the Law “Changes in the Law 
on State pension”
(Article 72 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 339 879;
quorum was not reached

20 September 2003 Accession of Latvia to the European 
Union
(Article 68 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 1 010 467; 
Quorum reached; in favour 676 
700, against – 325 980; accession 
supported

7 July 2007 Repeal of the Laws “Changes to 
the Law on National Security” and 
“Changes to the Law on State Security 
services”
(Article 72 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 338 348 (1st 
Law) and 338 342 (2nd Law);
quorum was not reached

2 August 2008 Draft law proposed by voters, “Amend-
ments of the Satversme”
(Article 78 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 629 119;
Votes in favour of adoption 
608 446; necessary majority in 
favour not reached

23 August 2008 Draft law proposed by voters, “Changes 
to the Law on State Pensions”
(Article 78 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 346 784;
quorum was not reached

23 July 2011 Recall of the 10th Saeima upon an 
appeal by the State President
(Article 48 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 689 823;
votes in favour of recall 650 518, 
against — 37 829; Saeima recalled

18 February 2012 Draft law proposed by voters, 
“Amendments of the Satversme”
(Article 78 of the Satversme)

Voter participation 1 092 908; 
votes in favour 273 347; necessary 
majority in favour not reached
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Creation of a Constitutional Court was a more substantial correction to the parlia-
mentary system originally in place; this court is empowered to verify compliance of 
laws and other legal acts with provisions of the Satversme and, as necessary, to declare 
void those that fail to comply with provisions of the Satversme. A constitutional court 
in any democratic state acts to restrain the dominant position of parliament to ensure 
separation of powers, to defend fundamental human rights and constitutional  values.127

In a parliamentary system the head of state usually occupies a ceremonial post to 
represent the country and is not intended to counterbalance the parliament. The Head 
of State of the Republic of Latvia has historically followed several models, since, in ad-
dition to the State President elected by the Saeima, the Head of State on several occa-
sions has also been the Speaker of the Parliament. Currently the Satversme calls for the 
Saeima to elect the State President by secret ballot with no fewer than 51 votes cast in 
favour. This election is the only one where voting by members of the Saeima is carried 
out in secret. The State President holds office for four years.

The Satversme foresees for the State President the task of representing the state in 
international relations and duties of the Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces of 
Latvia, as well as a broad role in the legislative process — the State President may submit 
to the Saeima a legislative proposal, return for reconsideration a law adopted by the 
Saeima, or call a referendum on this law. It is laid down in the Satversme that the State 
President nominates a candidate for the post of Prime Minister. Undoubtedly, the Cabi-
net must enjoy the support of a majority of the Saeima; in practice, the State President 
wields considerable influence in nominating the Prime Minister and individual minis-
ters.128 Equally the State President has the power to begin the process of dissolution of 
the Saeima; however, in practice, this right has been exercised only once.

Active involvement by the State President in the legislative process, as well as com-
ments offered concerning daily issues has meant that the State President can limit the 
exercise by the Saeima of its power to a significant extent. In this way the hope has 
been realised, as expressed by several members of the Constituent Assembly of Latvia 
that the State President would play a balancing role in the constitutional system. Jānis 
Purgals, a member of the Satversme Committee, was of the opinion that, “the State 
President has the neutral and equilibrating power, at certain times to preserve balance 
between the other state institutions.”129

In addition to powers explicitly attributed by the Satversme, it has been recognised 
that the State President also has the function of defending the Satversme in a neutral 
(equilibrating) manner. The State President acts to preserve stability of the constitu-
tional order and is empowered to act on occasions when it is under threat to defend the 

127 Rodiņa, A., Spale, A. Constitutional status of the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Latvia. Кон сти-
туционное правосудие. Международный вестник Конференции органов конституционного контроля 
стран новой демократии. Выпуск 4 (58), 2012, с. 36–80. Accessible at: http://www.concourt.am/arme-
nian/con_right/4.58-2012/vestnik58.pdf (site last visited 28.01.2017). 

128 Opinion delivered 10 May 2011 by the Latvian Presidential Committee on Constitutional Law, “Par Valsts 
pre zidenta funkcijām Latvijas parlamentārās demokrātijas ietvaros”. Valsts prezidenta Konstitucionālo tiesību 
komisija. Viedokļi: 2008–2011. Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2011, 122. lpp.

129 Latvijas Satversmes sapulces IV sesijas 1. sēdes 1921. gada 20. septembrī stenogramma. Latvijas Satversmes 
sapulces stenogrammas. 1921. gads. 14. burtnīca. Rīga: Satversmes sapulces izdevums, 1921, 1316. lpp.
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Satversme and the statehood of Latvian. It is important to note in this context that the 
State President in swearing his oath of office, as laid down in Article 40 of the Satversme, 
undertakes to hold sacred the Constitution of Latvia and the laws of the state. The do-
mestic legal system of Latvia is based on the assumption that this solemn oath requires 
the State President to protect the Satversme.130 The powers of the State President cannot 
be interpreted solely to be formal and ceremonial in situations when his actions might 
be decisive in protecting the Satversme and democracy and rule of law in Latvia.

Table 10
Heads of State of the Republic of Latvia

Head of State In office Position
Jānis Čakste 17.11.1918–01.05.1920 Chairman of the People’s Council of Latvia
Jānis Čakste 01.05.1920–18.11.1922 President of the Constituent Assembly of Latvia
Jānis Čakste 18.11.1922–14.03.1927 State President
Gustavs Zemgals 08.04.1927–09.04.1930 State President
Alberts Kviesis 09.04.1930–11.04.1936 State President
Kārlis Ulmanis 11.04.1936–17.06.1940. State President and Prime Minister during the 

authoritarian period
Pauls Kalniņš 08.09.1944–26.08.1945 Speaker of the Saeima, Acting State President
Jāzeps Rancāns 26.04.1947–02.12.1969 Deputy Speaker of the Saeima, Acting State 

President
Anatolijs Gorbunovs 04.05.1990–06.07.1993 Chairman of the Supreme Council
Guntis Ulmanis 07.07.1993–07.07.1999 State President
Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga 08.07.1999–07.07.2007 State President
Valdis Zatlers 08.07.2007–07.07.2011 State President
Andris Bērziņš 08.07.2011–07.07.2015 State President
Raimonds Vējonis From 08.07.2015 

onwards
State President

130 Bergs, A. Konstitucionāls konflikts. Latvis, 1928. gada 15. jūnijs, Nr. 1997.

Fig. 6. All of the State Presidents of Latvia 
elected after the Satversme again was in full 
force attended the ceremonial entry into 
post of State President Raimonds Vējonis: 
Valdis Zatlers (2007–2011), Andris Bērziņš 
(2011–2015), Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga 
(1999–2007), Raimonds Vējonis (from 2015 
onwards), and Guntis Ulmanis (1993–1999). 
Photograph by Ernests Dinka, Saeima 
Chancellery 
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During the time that the Satversme has been in force, discussion has arisen on 
several occasions that the model for separation of powers laid down by the Satversme 
ought to be reconsidered so as to limit the powers of parliament in favour of 
strengthen ing the executive branch. The suggestion offered most often is to introduce 
the institution of a directly elected State President invested with extensive powers. 
Various proposals for amending the Satversme include offers to go over to a semi-
presidential, even a fully presidential system of government. At the same time there 
have been few proposals to broaden the remit of the Cabinet of Ministers, although in 
various continental European countries shortcomings in a parliamentary system have 
been rectified by adopting government by the cabinet, where a more substantial role is 
played by the head of government.131 Strengthening the authority of the Prime Minis-
ter within the cabinet, making more difficult any expression of no-confidence in the 
cabinet, as well as allowing the head of government or his political support to dissolve 
parliament and to call out-of-turn elections for parliament can be cited as successful 
improvements to parliamentary systems.132

A number of future improvements of the parliamentary system in Latvia may 
come about in an evolutionary manner, either through amendments to the Satversme, 
or as a result of new constitutional traditions for the purpose of streamlining parlia-
mentary procedures. After the existence of the Satversme for ninety five years, society 
in Latvia largely accepts the parliamentary system and it may be seen as the traditional 
form of democracy in Latvia.133 This might be evidence for a certain maturity of the 
constitutional order in Latvia and for an irreversible strengthening of respect in society 
for democracy and the rule of law in Latvia. The poet Jānis Pliekšāns (Rainis), a mem-
ber of the Constituent Assembly of Latvia, wrote with great foresight: “A parliamentary 
system contains some weaknesses, but no state system is absolutely without any weak-
ness. However, the parliamentary system is an expression of democracy (...) if one is 
opposed to the parliamentary system, one is opposed to democracy. And not to want 
democracy — given the conditions in Latvia — means not to want the State of Latvia 
to exist.”134

131 Lēbers (Loeber), D. A., Bišers, I. Ministru kabinets. Komentārs Latvijas Republikas Satversmes IV nodaļai 
“Ministru kabinets”. Rīga: Tiesiskās informācijas centrs, 1998, 8.–13. lpp.

132 Prokop, K. Polish Constitutional Law. Białystok: Temida 2, 2008, pp. 38–41.
133 Par Valsts prezidenta funkcijām Latvijas parlamentārās demokrātijas sistēmas ietvaros. Valsts prezidenta 

Konstitucionālo tiesību komisija. Viedokļi: 2008–2011. Rīga: Latvijas Vēstnesis, 2011, 106. lpp.
134 Rainis, J. Atmiņu un piezīmju skabargas. Jaunais Laiks, 1928, Nr. 7, 201. lpp.
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Fig. 7. 
The Constitutional Order of the Republic of Latvia 

Note:  The Saeima is the Latvian Parliament
 The Constitution of Latvia is the Satversme

Constitutional Court
Courts of General 

Jurisdiction State Audit Office

Cabinet of Ministers

Saeima

State President

The community of the citizens of Latvia
(Citizens of the Republic of Latvia eligible to vote)
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Conclusions

A constitutional order was formed and was stable in Latvia after proclamation of 
its independence; this order is based on Western European constitutional precepts and 
values. The essential principles on which constitutional order is based in Latvia are 
state sovereignty, sovereignty of the people, democracy, republicanism, the rule of law, 
a socially responsible state, and a nation-state.

The Satversme is the ninth oldest written constitution in force in Europe today. It 
reflects constitutional ideas that were current during the inter-war period and it has 
been in force for ninety five years without undergoing massive revision of its text. The 
other unique feature of the Satversme is the fact that the legal force of the Satversme 
was in fact renewed in the 1990s after an interruption of fifty years.

Articles of the Satversme are written in a laconic style and sparse in detail, avoid-
ing meticulous regulation of procedures and political declarations. Thus, application 
of these provisions has had to respect not the letter, but the spirit of the Satversme — 
constitutional values, constitutional traditions, and clarifications offered by the Con-
stitutional Court of how provisions of the Satversme are to be understood.

The Satversme defines Latvia to be a parliamentary republic, with provision for 
some elements of direct democracy. The citizens of Latvia as a group are empowered 
to complement the legislative power of the Saeima, having been given a wide scope for 
holding referendums and voter initiatives to propose legislation.

The Republic of Latvia functions today as a democratic state based on the rule of 
law. It features a separation of powers and respect for individual basic rights. Notwith-
standing a number of shortcomings and rapid evolution of constitutional principles, 
the Satversme does guarantee stability of the constitutional order and allows for its 
further development. This does not mean that the existing constitutional order is ideal 
and does not need further to be improved.
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DEMOCRACY IN LATVIA

The aim of this article is to present the history of how democracy has developed in Latvia and 
to describe the current state of democracy in Latvia. The article consists of three parts. The first 
part covers historical developments starting from the 19th century, at which time modern politics 
first appeared in Latvia, up until occupation of Latvia in 1940. The description of the key political 
institutions of contemporary Latvia follows in the second part, with emphasis put on democracy 
as defined by the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia, the electoral system, citizenship policies, 
etc. Political culture and participation feature in the third part, as does a description of popular 
atti tudes, values, and the significance of the ethnic divide in political processes in Latvia. The 
conclusion is drawn that Latvia is fully democratic, that it is a modern European democratic state, 
which is, however, beset by a number of problems, including a low level of legitimacy of democratic 
institutions, weak political parties, as well as the ethnic factor being highly important as regards 
political relations and values. 

Key words: democracy, political participation, elections, political parties, political culture, ethnic 
relations.

This article presents a study of how democracy has developed up to now and the 
state of democracy in Latvia today. Not all of the aspects of how a democratic society 
came into being in Latvia will be described, only the most important elements of this 
process. The definition will be followed as given by Charles Tilly of what are the “core” 
features of democracy: political relations between the state and its citizens must feature 
broad, equal, protected and mutually binding consultations.1 Thus, state authorities, in 
taking legitimate decisions, must consult its residents. Furthermore, democracy re-
quires a particular form of consultation. First, these consultations must take place on 
the basis of equality, i.e. all votes by citizens must be with equal value; this is an obliga-
tory aspect of political equality. Second, these must be broad, i.e. involve a significant 
fraction of all permanent residents. It is this inclusiveness that modern democracies 
differ from earlier ones, from that in ancient Greece and those that obtained in Italian 
city-states during the Renaissance, in which consultations between the state and its 
residents were equal, but only a small privileged minority of residents were consulted. 
Consultations must be protected in that residents who are engaged in these continue to 
benefit from personal protection vis-à-vis agents of state authorities. The rights of 

1 Tilly, C. Democracy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007, pp. 13–14.
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 individuals are ensured in democratic regimes ranging from personal rights to life, 
 liberty, and property to state guarantees of freedom of expression and assembly.  Finally, 
democracy foresees not only broad, equal, and protected consultations, but also their 
binding nature, i.e. state authorities must respect the outcome of consultations. 
 Modern institutions of democracy in this way also differ from various consultative in-
stitutions which occasionally are to be found in undemocratic regimes. 

Democracy in Latvia, as is the case for other democratic states in Europe, is the 
result of a lengthy historical development process. Therefore, this definition of demo-
cracy is applicable not only to democracy as it is understood today, but also reflects its 
historical development. The degree to which consultations between the state and its 
people are more equal, broad, protected, and mutually binding will determine the 
democratic quality of any particular political regime. The majority of states in Europe 
gradually have become democratic, with increased equality, breadth, degree of protec-
tion, extent, and binding character of consultations between the state and its people. 
Therefore, the notion of what constitutes democracy in any state has changed over 
time. 

In the same way as is the case for some other states in Central and Eastern Europe, 
statehood in Latvia has been established in parallel with creation of a democratic 
 regime. At the same time, development of a democratic order has been substantially 
influenced by previous experience of the relationship between the people and the state. 
Democratic principles which are contained in various institutions in each of these 
states reflect the historical development of democracy, values, as well as the relative 
strengths of various political groups. It is also the case for democracy in Latvia whereby 
institutions, after the restoration of independence, have taken on specific forms which 
have evolved over time, and which continue to evolve today. 

Democracy in Latvia will be examined from three different perspectives. First, at-
tention will be paid to the historical development of democracy in Latvia, both during 
the period in advance of creation of a sovereign state and during the first period of 
democratic rule (1918–1934). Second, the development of democratic institutions will 
be reviewed over the period after recovery of independence. Third, attention will be 
focused on public participation in politics and the development of political culture 
starting in 1991, with emphasis on how history and ethnic factors have influenced the 
development of democracy. Finally, in summing up, conclusions will be drawn about 
the situation of democracy in Latvia today, about the principal outstanding problems, 
and possible future development tendencies. 

The principal conclusion is that Latvia today is a fully-blown European democratic 
state, a conclusion which is accepted by world experts on democracy.2 Nevertheless, 
any further consolidation of democracy in Latvia faces a number of difficult issues — 

2 See for example, indices of democracy published by Freedom House and The Economist Intelligence Unit: 
Freedom in the World. Accessible at: https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world-2015/table-country-
ratings; Democracy Index 2015: Democracy in an Age of Anxiety. Accessible at: http://www.yabiladi.com/
img/content/EIU-Democracy-Index-2015.pdf (site last visited 26.04.2016).
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first of all, the domination of ethnic cleavage in party politics, a weak link  between 
democratic institutions and the public, as well as a high degree of fragmentation of the 
political spectrum. 

This article is based on studies previously carried out about democracy in Latvia, 
and a considerable number have been made over the quarter century that has elapsed 
after the restoration of independence. Investigations of democracy in Latvia have 
evolved together with that of democracy itself, with the result that over the past de-
cade an increasing number of important studies of the development of this new de-
mocracy have appeared both in Latvia and internationally. A comprehensive review of 
various aspects of democracy in Latvia is to be found in the  Audit of Democracy3 
which has now appeared twice; a broad team of specialists have been involved in pre-
paring these audits coordinated by the Advanced Social and Political Research Insti-
tute at the University of Latvia. Individual researchers have analysed the political party 
system in Latvia4, aspects of political participation by the public5, the anti-corruption 
policies6.

The role played by integration of minorities in the democratisation of Latvia is the 
source of unrelenting research interest concerning democracy in Latvia. The principal 
problems studied concern the place and status in the renewed democratic order of 
Russian-speakers who are associated with immigration during the Soviet period.7 This 
is possibly the most studied aspect of democracy in Latvia and comprises a number of 
narrower research topics, for example, the relationship of the ethnic divide with politi-
cal parties8, the attitude adopted by different groups in society about democracy and 
political participation9, etc. At the same time, despite the importance of integrating 
ethnic minorities, it is by no means the sole important issue meriting study. A number 

3 How democratic is Latvia? Audit of Democracy. Rozenvalds, J. (Ed.). Accessible at: http://www.szf.lu.lv/ 
petnieciba/petijumipublikacijas/ demokratija-un-minoritates-latvija/ (site last visited 10.12.2015).

4 Ikstens, J. FHRUL Bloc: Leftist Parties or Parties of Russian-speaking People? Latvijas Universitātes raksti 
= Scientific papers University of Latvia. Vol. 680. Riga: University of Latvia, 2005, pp. 152–161; Auers, D., 
Galbreath, D. Green, Black and Brown: Uncovering Latvia’s Environmental Politics. Journal of Baltic Studies, 
Vol. 40, No. 3, 2009, Sept., pp. 333–349.

5 Karklins, R., Zepa, B. Political Participation in Latvia, 1987–2001. Journal of Baltic Studies, Vol. 32, No. 4, 
2001, Winter, pp. 334–346.

6 Karklins, R. The System Made Me Do It: Corruption in Post-Communist Societies. New York; London: 
M. E. Sharpe, 2005; Kalniņš, V. Parliamentary Lobbying Between Civil Rights and Corruption: an Insight into 
Lobbying Practice in Latvia and Recommendations for the Saeima. Rīga: Providus, 2005.  

7 Jubulis, M. Nationalism and Democratic Transition: the Politics of Citizenship in Post-Soviet Latvia. Lan-
ham, New York, London: University Press of America, 2001; Karklins, R. Ethnic Politics and Transition to 
Democracy: the Collapse of the USSR and Latvia. Washington: Woodrow Wilson Center Press; Baltimore; 
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994; Pabriks, A., Purs, A. Latvia: the Challenges of Change. New 
York: Routledge, 2001; Agarin, T. A Cat’s Lick: Democratization and Minority Communities in the Post-Soviet 
Baltic. Amsterdam, New York: Rodopi, 2010.

8 Bennich-Björkman, L., Johannson, K. M. Explaining Moderation in Nationalism: Divergent Trajectories of 
National Conservative Parties in Estonia and Latvia. Comparative European Politics, Vol. 10, 2012, pp. 585–
607; Nakai, R. The Influence of Party Competition on Minority Politics: a Comparison of Latvia and Estonia. 
Journal on Ethnopolitics and Minority Issues in Europe, Vol. 13, 2014, pp. 57–85.

9 Duvold, K., Berglund, S. Democracy between Ethnos and Demos: Territorial Identification and Political 
Support in the Baltic States. East European Politics and Societies and Cultures, Vol. 28, 2014, pp. 341–365.
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of other important constitutive factors underlying democracy have up to now received 
less attention, yet these have undergone a robust dynamic evolution after restoration 
of independence. 

A Historical View

From peasants to citizens
When seen in a historical light, democratisation of Latvia has been stimulated by 

the same social and cultural processes which acted in a similar way elsewhere in 
 Europe.10 In Latvia society changed step-by-step over the 19th century into a modern, 
egalitarian society respecting the individual, in that a patriarchal feudal system was re-
placed by private-property-based capitalism with a market economy. The average edu-
cation level rose in parallel with this modernisation of society, including a tendency of 
economic, political, and national emancipation.11 These developments led to increased 
pressure on the political system during the 19th century, with society progressively de-
manding more involvement in how state authorities took decisions. Notwithstanding 
the fact that in some details the example of Latvia is different, the development of de-
mocracy in Latvia largely forms part of a wider European context.12 

Up until the late 19th century, the political power in Latvia, or more precisely, in 
the Baltic provinces of Imperial Russia, Courland and Livland13, was in the hands of 
the aristocracy. From the Middle Ages onwards, Baltic German nobles constituted the 
“political order” of the Baltic provinces. These provinces were ruled as aristocratic re-
publics and enjoyed special rights of self-rule. These rights permitted agrarian, legal, 
religious, economic, and education issues being solved independently of the Tsarist 
govern ment in St Petersburg. Politics pursed by the Baltic aristocracy was a closed 
 system. Not all estate owners were entitled to vote for the Landtag, only the so-called 
matriculated nobles (i.e. those whose names were entered in a special register of the 
aristocracy), let alone any representation by urban dwellers or other orders. Up until 
the second half of the 19th century, administration of cities in the Baltic was based on 
corporative traditions, which had no provision for participation by the lower orders.14 
Self-government by the nobility and policies of Imperial Russia were the two factors 

10 For details see: Kasekamp, A. A History of the Baltic States. Basingstoke, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2010.

11 Plakans, A. Peasants, Intellectuals and Nationalism in the Russian Baltic Provinces, 1820–1890.  Journal of 
Modern History, Vol. 46, No. 3, 1974, September, pp. 445–475.

12 Blumbergs, A. J. The Nationalization of Latvians and the Issue of Serfdom: the Baltic-German Literary Contri-
bution in the 1780s and 1790s. Amherst, New York: Cambria Press, 2008.

13 Translator’s note: these were the names of the Tsarist Governorates; in the 20th century, the name Courland 
was replaced by Kurzeme, whereas Livland covered both modern Vidzeme and Estonia.

14 Tobien, A., von. Die livländische Ritterschaft in ihrem Verhältnis zum Zarismus und russischen Nationalismus. 
Riga: G.  Löffler, 1925; Garleff, M. Relations between the Political Representation of the Baltic Pro vinces 
and the Russian Government. Governments, Ethnic Groups and Political Representation. Alderman, G. 
(Ed.). Alder shot: Dartmouth, 1993, pp. 201–238; Hirschhausen, U., von. Die Grenzen der Gemeinsamkeit: 
Deutsche, Letten, Russen und Juden in Riga 1860–1914. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006.
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that dominated political life in the Baltic provinces up until the First World War. It is 
not necessary to note that neither of these factors facilitated the development of de-
mocracy. The geopolitical influence that it wielded in the Baltic region was the pri-
mary concern of the Russian Empire, whereas the nobility was principally concerned 
with safeguarding its autonomy and historical privileges. Neither of these goals al-
lowed for binding consultation with the people of these provinces. 

Quite independent of these considerations, a series of social changes prepared the 
Baltic provinces for political democratisation, which was able fully to take place only 
after the First World War. In economic terms, democratisation is associated with an 
increase in the number of individuals who are free and economically independent, 
whose private property is protected, and whose economic well-being is largely due to 
their own work and initiative. At the start of the 19th century, an overwhelming major-
ity of ethnic Latvians worked on the land and were serfs.15 In this sense peasants were 
without any rights, an object of politics, but not its subject.16 Circumstances changed 
gradually after the Napoleonic wars when Alexander I in cooperation with the Baltic 
estate owners abolished serfdom (in Courland in 1817, and in Livland in 1819).17 At 
this time peasants gained at the least their personal freedom, if not any land, or even 
the right to acquire land. The next improvement in the lot of peasants came in the 
mid-19th century when peasants gained the right to buy title to land. The reforms of 
Alexander II established other conditions that were essential for the political and na-
tional emancipation of Latvians. Restrictions were lifted on rural inhabitants moving 
to towns and cities, press censorship was reduced, institutions of higher education 
were granted auto nomy, etc. Latvians who once had been the peasant class gradually 
developed a civic and national self-awareness. To these must be added the introduc-
tion in 1866 of self-government of civil parishes, which allowed Latvian peasants for 
the first time in history to organise local matters by themselves; in addition, the 
 pro perty census-based Russian system of city administration was introduced into the 
Baltic provinces in 1877, whereby the incipient Latvian middle-class was able to com-
pete in elections with traditional German hegemony. 

Changes in religious and cultural life added an essential prerequisite for the de-
velop ment of democracy; these changes in the Baltic provinces were already noticeable 
from the beginning of the 18th century onwards as an influence of German enlighten-
ment. A perception of the natural rights of individuals, ideas of rationalism and loss of 
trust in established authority arrived in the Baltic together with German clergymen 
and literary figures. Opponents of serfdom such as Karl Philip Michael Snell, Garlieb 
Merkel, Heinrich Johann von Jannau, and others are noteworthy as their activities gave 
intellectual support to ascendant Latvian democrats.18 An important role in the 

15 Plakans, A. Iedzīvotāji. Latvija 19. gadsimtā: vēstures apceres. Bērziņš, J. (red.). Rīga: Latvijas vēstures insti-
tūta apgāds, 2000, 49. lpp.

16 Mieriņa, A. Zemnieki un lauksaimniecība. Latvija 19. gadsimtā: vēstures apceres, Rīga: Latvijas vēstures 
insti tūta apgāds, 2000, 72.–76. lpp.

17 Švābe, A. Latvijas vēsture, 1800–1914. 2. izd. Stokholma: Daugava, 1962, 114.–115. lpp.
18 See: Buceniece, E. Ideju vēsture Latvijā: no pirmsākumiem līdz XIX gs. 90. gadiem. Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 1995, 

267.–292. lpp.
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 religious life is attributable to parishes of the Herrnhut Brothers which were particu-
larly wide-spread in Livland from the second half of the 18th century onwards.19 This 
protestant sect with its egalitarianism, self-organisation of believers, and critical atti-
tude towards conformist “official” Lutheranism may be seen as a factor favouring de-
mocratisation. Through their membership of the Brothers’ parishes, Latvian peasants 
gained social experience that essentially differed from the hierarchical feudal order 
that ruled their everyday lives.

The Latvian national movement which flowered during the 1860s did not place de-
mands for democracy at the centre of their activities, given that the driving force, the 
New Latvians (jaunlatvieši), politically oriented themselves towards the Tsarist auto-
cracy. Centralising tendencies of the government in St. Petersburg ought to have helped 
the ascendant Latvian elite to mitigate economic and cultural hegemony enjoyed by the 
German aristocracy in the Baltic. The principal achievement of the New Latvians was 
their struggle in favour of the Latvian language and singular culture, as well as for 
 economic rights. At the same time it cannot be denied that the fight by New Latvians 
on national issues laid the foundations for Latvian civil society, and also that democratic 
features were evident in this struggle. For example, the influential newspaper of New 
Latvians, Pēterburgas Avīzes (St. Petersburg Gazette), was enthusiastic about Western 
representative democracies, in particular about developments in Great Britain.20 Wishes 
were expressed that the Russian system of self-government (zemstvo) be introduced 
into the Baltic provinces, whereby a considerably larger number of individuals could be 
involved in taking local decisions than was the case with the Baltic Landtags — the lat-
ter being self-government by assemblies of nobles in Courland and Livland. 

However, the first truly democratic movement in Latvia developed once ideas 
about socialism penetrated the Baltic provinces during the 1890s, in the form of the 
so-called New Current (Jaunā Strāva) movement. This was the first example of Latvi-
ans starting to think about themselves in terms of modern European political catego-
ries, setting democracy as the goal of their activities. This democratic movement had a 
distinctly socialist character — in this instance democracy was not an end in itself, but 
the means of achieving economic justice. The newspaper Dienas Lapa (The Daily 
Paper) attracted the first members of the Latvian socialist intelligentsia, i.e. Rainis, 
Pēteris Stučka, and Janis Jansons (Brauns), who agitated for constitutionalism, a uni-
versal right to vote, parliamentarianism, and freedom of speech and assembly. Mem-
bers of this movement were convinced that these fundamental principles of Western 
democracy would result in economic and national emancipation. At the start of the 
20th century, a number of groups grew out of this Latvian socialist movement, each 
with a different set of goals. A number of leading members of the Latvian Social 
Demo cratic Workers’ Party (LSDWP) were early followers of Lenin and supported 
Bolshevism, who defended the ideas of undemocratic ideas dictatorship of the prole-

19 Straube, G. Latvijas brāļu draudzes diārijs (jaunākais noraksts), jeb Hernhūtiešu brāļu draudzes vēsture 
Latvijā. Rīga: N.I.M.S., 2000.

20 See: Apals, G. Pēterburgas Avīzes. Latviešu pirmā saskare ar Eiropas politiskajām idejām. Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 
2011, 128.–134. lpp.
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tariat, and being a party of professional revolutionaries.21 This group, led by Fricis 
Roziņš and Pēteris Stučka, were fated later to form “the avant-garde of Bolshevism” 
during the Russian revolution.22 Their competitor was the Latvian Social Democratic 
Union, which was weaker in organisational terms, and had taken on board ideological 
ideas from Russian narodniks and radicals. Their leaders included Ernests Rolavs, 
Miķelis Valters, and Emīls Skubiķis. They defended the right of citizens to participate, 
direct democracy and calling for an autonomous and even, on occasion, a fully inde-
pendent State of Latvia.23 

Although the first democratic movement in Latvia during the early 20th century 
was closely linked to Social Democrats, it is necessary to recall the few supporters of 
democracy who represented right-wing circles. During the revolutionary “days of free-
dom” in 1905, these individuals gravitated to civil democratic political parties, such as 
the Latvian Constitutional Democratic Party and the Latvian Democratic Union. 
These groups formed towards the end of 1905 when a revolution shook Russia and the 
Tsarist regime was forced to implement overdue attempts at limited democratisation. 
These parties did not wield any real influence on events that transpired in Latvia. 
However, the first Latvian politicians to gain experience with parliamentary demo-
cracy were members of these parties who, in 1906, were elected to the 1st Russian State 
Duma. None of the initial Tsarist Dumas was fully democratic. Elections took place 
following a curia system giving unequal weight in the Duma to representatives of dif-
ferent groups. Furthermore, positions adopted by the Duma did not bind either the 
Tsar or his government. Thus, democracy in the form of broad consultations on the 
basis of equality, protected and binding, was not introduced in its entirety.24 However, 
this parliamentary experience was quite important for Latvian democrats, a number of 
whom were later active in independent Latvia. The most outstanding example of such 
individuals was Jānis Čakste, who was elected to the 1st Russian State Duma, and who 
was later selected to chair the People’s Council of Latvia and the Constitutional 
 Assembly, and ultimately to serve as the first State President of Latvia.

“A state of democracy and justice”: democracy in independent Latvia 
(1918–1934)
When the large empires of Europe collapsed in 1917 and 1918, as a consequence 

of the war, a “window of opportunity” opened briefly enabling creation of an inde-
pendent state of Latvia, and this opportunity was seized without any delay. The found-
ers of the State of Latvia rather quickly decided to establish the new independent state 
of Latvia as a democracy, one that would be based on broad participation by citizens 
exercising their civil rights. For some time democracy had figured prominently in 

21 See: Kalniņš, B. Latvijas sociāldemokrātijas piecdesmit gadi. Stokholma: LSDSP Ārzemju komiteja, 1956, 
174.–176. lpp.

22 Ezergailis, A. The Latvian Impact on the Bolshevik Revolution: The First Phase: September 1917 to April 1918. 
Boulder: East European Monographs, 1983, p. 12.

23 Ijabs, I. Break out of Russia: Miķelis Valters and the National Issue in Early Latvian Socialism. Journal of 
Baltic Studies, Vol. 43, No. 4, 2012, pp. 437–458.

24 Švābe, A. Latvijas vēsture, 1800–1914, 657.–702. lpp.
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ideas about modern European politics advanced by all progressive politicians, in con-
trast to Tsarist autocracy and the exclusive corporatism favoured by the Baltic barons. 
This is well reflected in the characterisation of the newly established state expressed by 
Kārlis Ulmanis, the first Prime Minister of Latvia (who later was to lead an authorita-
rian regime) in 1918: “a state of democracy and justice, one in which there is no room 
for oppression or injustice.”25

The founding fathers, who represented two of the most significant political forces 
in the country, Kārlis Ulmanis and Miķelis Valters of the Latvian Farmers’ Union 
(LFU), and Pauls Kalniņš and Fricis Menders of the LSDWP, were able to agree among 
themselves, in November 1918, about the need to establish an independent Latvia as a 
democratic state. However, unity evident at the moment of proclamation of the demo-
cratic state did not mean that all parties involved in this act would later be of like mind 
about the desirable form of democracy. Differences arose during sessions of the Lat-
vian Constitutional Assembly (1920–1922). They concerned the precise manner in 
which nascent democracy in Latvia would work in practice. The Constitution (Sa-
tversme) as adopted in 1922 was very democratic. Its provisions were based on several 
Western democratic constitutions, firstly, that of the Weimar Republic in Germany, 
also that of Switzerland.26 A number of long-term pro blems become evident when the 
manner is analysed in which the political system functioned in Latvia during the dem-
ocratic inter-war period. Virtual omnipotence of the Parliament, when coupled to a 
proportional electoral system, meant that many different groups of citizens were re-
presented, leading, however, to political fragmentation. Political parties were often 
unable to arrive at a consensus to take decisions, and the public perceived frequent 
changes in government as symptomatic of insufficient state capacity, and simultane-
ously, there was disappointment at the results of democratic rule. This public opinion 
had already begun to emerge during the 1920s and it led to criticism of the political 
system, at the same time as offering suggestions on how to remedy the situation and 
how to improve the state’s capacity to act. 

A fully democratic regime took shape and persisted in Latvia between 1918 and 
1934: it flourished during the 1920s, it was beset by an economic crisis at the end of 
this decade, and it perished by a state coup in 1934. The citizens of Latvia were able to 
accumulate experience with the work of democratic institutions during this time. State 
power, for the first time in the history of Latvia, was completely in the hands of elected 
officials, binding consultations with citizens became the basis for political life in Latvia. 
Privileges previously enjoyed by the nobility were abolished, as were property qualifi-
cations. Globally speaking, Latvia became a democratic European state, which, at least 
initially, enjoyed great legitimacy in the eyes of its people. Latvia was characterised by 
a very high degree of public participation in political processes. On average, voter 
turnout was 80% for the first four convocations of the Saeima. A pluralistic party sys-
tem was formed, one in which there were a number of smaller political parties over 

25 Latvijas valsts pasludināšana 18. novembrī 1918. g.: Rakstu vaiņags. H. J. sakopots. Rīga: Astra, 1918, 19. lpp.
26 See: Cielēns, F. Laikmetu maiņā: atmiņas un atziņas. 2. sēj.: Latvijas neatkarīgās demokrātiskās republikas 

lielais laiks. Lidingö: Memento, 1963, 147. lpp.
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and above the two largest political forces, the LFU and 
LSDWP.27 Ethnic minorities enjoyed legal protection, and 
these not only benefitted from autonomy in education 
and culture, but also took an active part in politics. There 
was a high degree of pluralism among differing public 
opinions and multiple voluntary associations. 

In the same way as was the case for other newly- 
established states in Europe, democracy in Latvia had to 
face many typical problems which substantially retarded 
the consolidation of democracy. The economy of Latvia 
had suffered greatly during the World War, and recovery 
of pre-war levels of prosperity took a long time. One of 
the first difficult problems that had to be resolved com-
prised carrying out the land reform. The principle of ma-
jority rule and rectifying historical injustice had to be 
balanced against the right to private property and eco-
nomic effectiveness, it did not always lead to a successful 
outcome. Issues of historical justice significantly coloured 
relations between the Latvian majority and minorities, in 
the first instance with the Baltic-German minority. Al-
though some of the latter, for example, the well-known 
lawyer and thinker, and leader of the Baltic-German fac-
tion in the Saeima, Paul Schiemann, unreservedly sup-
ported a democratic Latvia, other Baltic-Germans, as the 
former Baltic “political class”, who had for several centuries almost single-handedly 
ruled the Baltic lands, were often unable to come to terms with their new status as a 
minority. Thus, they rather reluctantly participated in the democratic politics of Lat-
via. Shortages and unemployment that were widespread in post-First World War Lat-
via provided fertile ground for radical anti-democratic tendencies, both right-wing 
and left-wing in  character.28

Anti-democratic sentiments were evident among a significant part of the intelli-
gentsia. Prominent among these were poets Edvarts Virza, Leonīds Breikšs, Ernests 
Brastiņš, and Jānis Akuraters, who in their occasionally well-founded criticism of the 
fragmentation and irresponsibility of political parties, at the same time helped dis-
credit the idea of democracy, and paved the way for authoritarianism to enter public 
consciousness.29 It is important to note, however, that democracy did not perish in 
Latvia following an outbreak of extremism, as was the case in several other European 
countries. The demise of democracy in Latvia was rather more associated with pro-
blems of insufficient state capacity which in turn resulted both from political 

27 Freivalds, O. Latviešu polītiskās partijas 60 gados. Kopenhāgena: Imanta, 1961.
28 Krēsliņš, U. Aktīvais nacionālisms Latvijā, 1922–1934. Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 2005.
29 Zaķe, I. Nineteenth-Century Nationalism and Twentieth-Century Anti-Democratic Ideals: the Case of Latvia, 

1840s to 1980s. Lewiston, New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 2008, pp. 93–103.

Fig. 1. Appeal to voters by Baltic-German 
political parties during elections to the 
1st Saeima in 1922 (http://www.arhivi.lv/
index.php?&1830; LVA, 2478. f., 1. apr., 
45. l.)
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 fragmentation and the general economic crisis 
on-going in Europe. The coup which took 
place on 15 May 1934 put an end to democracy 
and was instigated by the then serving Prime 
Minister, Kārlis Ulmanis, who headed an 
autho ritarian government in the following 
years. It was brought on by a combination of 
objective and subjective reasons: a rise in radi-
calism in society, Ulmanis’ personal ambition, 
precedents in other European states of “suc-
cessful” authoritarianism, etc.30 It is, however, 
impossible to deny that the coup was facilitated 
by insufficient state capacity — the state proved 
unable to take and implement decisions that 
led to a loss of legitimacy of democracy. The 
“soft” authoritarianism of Kārlis Ulmanis was 
not particularly repressive and in many re-
spects it tolerated considerable personal free-
dom. However, elimination of de mocratic in-
stitutions prepared the ground for tota litarian 
regimes which were aggressively inimical to 
democracy, notably, rule in Latvia by the Sta-
linist USSR and Nazi Germany. 

The Soviet regime during its periods of 
rule in Latvia, 1940–1941, and 1944–1991, 

sought to mimic democracy and broad support by the people. However, its apparently 
democratic institutions (elections, citizen participation in “Soviets = councils”, the 
court system) were fundamentally crippled, and subject to control by a single political 
entity, the Communist Party. The Soviet regime was characterised by the ideologisa-
tion of all aspects of public life, overbearing administration by a small elite, as well as 
by a monopoly on political power enjoyed by a single ruling party. The incompatibil-
ity of this regime with democratic values was glaring — the absence of political equal-
ity, protection of individual rights, competition and public control over political 
power. 

Democracy renewed

A return to democratic rule was one of the principal aims set out during the pro-
cess of renewing Latvian state independence over the period 1986–1991. During this 
so-called “Third Awakening” period, hundreds of thousands of residents of Latvia led 

30 Stranga, A. LSDSP un 1934. gada 15. maija valsts apvērsums: demokrātijas likteņi Latvijā. Rīga: Autora izd., 
1998, 94.–128. lpp.; Dunsdorfs, E. Kārļa Ulmaņa dzīve: ceļinieks, polītiķis, diktātors, moceklis. Stokholma: 
Daugava, 1978, 301.–325. lpp.

Fig. 2. A caricature from the elections in 1922 for the 
1st Saeima. Voters loyal to the right-wing political 
party, the Union of Latvian Farmers, ignore agitation 
by other political parties and listen only to views 
expressed in their party newspaper Brīvā Zeme (Free 
Land) (http://www.arhivi.lv/index.php?&1830; LVA, 
3282. f., 1. apr., 219. l.)
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by the Popular Front of Latvia mobilised in 
opposition to the Soviet regime; they did not 
simply demand a return of a sovereign Lat-
via to the community of democratic Euro-
pean states. They also consistently employed 
democratic and non-violent methods, also 
open political methods, to achieve this goal. 
This is manifested in insistence by leaders of 
the independence movement that Latvian 
statehood be restored in a parliamentary 
way, as the result of elections,31 to the Su-
preme Soviet of the Latvian SSR in 1990, to 
whom the task fell of renewing the statehood 
of Latvia.32

State continuity and citizenship
The historical association of the State of 

Latvia with the democratic regime which 
flourished during the inter-war years was highly relevant to the process of regaining 
independence. Latvia achieved the distinction that it was the sole post-Communist 
state which did not adopt a new constitution after the fall of Communism but renewed 
the force of a Constitution dating from the inter-war.33 This decision had far-reaching 
symbolic meaning. The illegality of Soviet occupation was thus accented. Some West-
ern countries, notably the USA and Great Britain, sustained, up until 1991, a policy of 
not recognising the legality of the annexation and incorporation of the  Baltic States by 
the USSR. It also helped to deflect demands for influence in Latvia made by the Rus-
sian Federation acting as the successor state to the USSR. Simultaneously, renewal of 
the force of the 1922 Constitution was important in the practical work of setting up 
basic democratic institutions. In 1991, the Republic of Latvia was renewed as a parlia-
mentary democracy with a proportional representation, a relatively decentralised 
 executive power, and a substantially pluralistic political system. Although the system 
of democratic institutions has evolved over the past 25 years, its basis is still to be 
found in the 1922 Constitution. 

Citizenship policy became the most internationally known manifestation of the 
doctrine of state continuity in Latvia. The restoration de iure of the state of Latvia on 
4  May 1990 included condemnation of the occupation of Latvia by the USSR, and 

31 Vaičaitis, V. A. Konstitutionelle Verfasstheit der baltischen Staaten. Die politischen Systeme der baltischen 
Staaten: eine Einführung. Knodt, M., Urdze, S. (Hg.) Wiesbaden: Springer, 2012, S. 155–172.

32 Jundzis, T. The Role of Non-violent Resistance in the Struggle to Achieve Full Independence. Blūzma, V., 
Jundzis, T., Riekstiņš, J., Strods, H., Sharp, G. Regaining Independence: Non-violent Resistance in Latvia, 
1945–1991. Riga: Latvian Academy of Sciences, 2009, pp. 401–614.

33 The Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. Accessible at: http://www.saeima.lv/en/legislation/constitution 
(site last visited 10.12.2015).

Fig. 3. Residents of Latvia gathered on 4 May 1990 
at the building of the Latvian Parliament (Saeima) 
to celebrate adoption by the Supreme Soviet of the 
Latvian SSR of the Declaration, “On the Renewal of 
the Independence of the Republic of Latvia”. Photo-
graph by Boriss Koļesņikovs (LVKFFDA, 184329N)
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 declaration of the consequences thereof to be illegal.34 Thus, individuals who had mi-
grated to Latvia during the period of occupation by the USSR had no automatic claim 
to Latvian citizenship. A situation arose after collapse of the USSR in late 1991 that ap-
proximately 600 thousand permanent residents of Latvia became stateless.35 The cate-
gory of residents who are non-citizens came into being; these individuals were recog-
nised to be permanent legal residents of Latvia, they enjoyed all civil and social rights, 
but could not participate in elections or take a certain number of positions in the pub-
lic sector. Naturalisation procedures were introduced in 1994 which allowed non-citi-
zens to become citizens. At first the procedure was restrictive, but it was considerably 
liberalised already in 1998, thanks largely to pressure exerted by international organi-
sations, most notably, by the OSCE and the Council of Europe. 

Citizenship policy has been a highly politicised issue, one that has polarised 
 society, from the outset of renewing democracy in Latvia. Several political forces, 
mostly representing the Russian-speaking minority, have labelled this policy to be dis-
criminatory, and the issue is often mentioned in international fora. Those who ad-
vance this view insist that the non-citizens institution has alienated the Russian-
speaking minority from the State of Latvia since it has placed barriers on their 
participation.36 At the same time, the unchanged position of Latvia is that it is not 
possible to countenance a sudden increase in the demos of Latvia through admission 
of a large number of individuals whose historical and cultural attachment to Latvia is 
rather weak.37 Furthermore, we must note that the present naturalisation procedure in 
Latvia is quite liberal when compared with similar procedures in many other Euro-
pean states. This does not mean that the institution of non-citizens does not present 
challenges to democracy in Latvia. Contradicting hopes prevalent in 1990 naturalisa-
tion rates have been rather low: in January 2018, there were 233 393 non-citizens in 
Latvia while naturalisation rates have fallen to approximately 1000 annually.38 Surveys 
show that political motives do not dominate the reasons why non-citizens refuse to 
initiate the naturalisation process.39 Practical considerations dominate, for example, 
the possibility of visa-free travel to the Russian Federation, as well as inability to speak 
the state language. The problem of non-citizens in Latvia has a well-known interna-
tional dimension. Russia often raises the issue alleging discrimination of Russian 

34 Declaration of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR “On the Renewal of the Independence of the Republic 
of Latvia”, 4 May 1990. Accessible at: http://www.humanrights.lv/doc/latlik/neatkdek.htm (site last visited 
10.12.2015).

35 Ziemele, I. State Continuity and Nationality: the Baltic States and Russia: Past, Present and Future as Defined 
by International Law. Leiden, Boston: Martinus Nijhoff, 2005, pp. 154–166.

36 See: Chance to Survive: Minority Rights in Estonia and Latvia. Poleshchuk, V. (Ed.). Moscow, Paris, Tallinn: 
Foundation for Historical Outlook, 2009, pp. 145–249.

37 Latvijas Republikas Augstākās tiesas Senāta Administratīvo lietu departamenta 2013. gada 11. februāra 
lēmums. Accessible at: at.gov.lv/files/uploads/files/archive/department3/2013/1-sa-2013.doc (site last visited 
10.12.2015).

38 Naturalization Statistics. Accessible at: http://pmlp.gov.lv/en/home/statistics/naturalization.html (site last 
visited 10.12.2015).

39 Pētījums: Nepilsoņu viedoklis par Latvijas pilsonības iegūšanu. Accessible at: http://www.pmlp.gov.lv/lv/
sakums/jaunumi/publikacijas/petijumi/lejupieladet-petijumu-(pdf).pdf (site last visited 10.12.2015).
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speakers in Latvia; however, the State of Latvia has found it to be very important to 
demonstrate to Western allies its commitment to democracy and human rights, in 
particular during the time that the state was preparing to accede to the EU and join 
NATO.40 These considerations have to be borne in mind when considering citizenship 
policies after the restoration of independence. 

As regards the theory of democracy, citizenship as an expression of the attachment 
of an independent individual to the state is a fundamental and significant value. The 
number of participants included in binding consultations expressed as a fraction of the 
total population is an essential indicator of democracy. During the process of Latvian 
integration into NATO and the EU, these values were identified as pre-conditions for 
the state to be considered a part of the Western democratic community. The presence 
of a large residual number of non-citizens presented a problem for democratic devel-
opment of the state. There are many reasons for the existence of this problem, and they 
can be found both in the integration policy pursued by Latvia and in the attitude of 
non-citizens themselves. The possibility of naturalisation being introduced rather late 
(1995), as well as its restrictive nature (which was liberalised in 1998 only following 
intervention by international organisations), has alienated a significant fraction of 
non-citizens. On the other hand, non-citizens as a post-imperial minority often have 
no historical link with the State of Latvia and its fundamental values, and, therefore, 
do not wish to belong to this state. A certain “ethnic nihilism”41 is evident, coupled 
with the influence of living in the Russian media space,42 with both of these factors 
combining to increase the sense of alienation. Although on the level of daily life the 
Russian-speakers of Latvia are reasonably well integrated, there are a number of politi-
cal values which divide the Latvian majority from the Russian-speaking minority.43 
First, there is a different understanding of the role of the Latvian language as the basis 
for integrating society in Latvia; second, different views are held about the history of 
Latvia during the 20th century, the experience of occupation and the concomitant un-
derstanding of statehood and citizenship; third, views differ on what ought to be 
Latvian foreign policy orientation in the context of East–West relations. Experience 
acquired after 25 years of living in an independent democratic state notwithstanding, 
these issues still divide various groups of residents in Latvia. 

Latvia is occasionally described as an “ethnic democracy” in the light of the divi-
sion between citizens and non-citizens being congruent to a significant extent with the 

40 Gelazis, N. M. The Effects of EU Conditionality on Citizenship Policies and the Protection of National 
 Minorities in the Baltic States. The Road to the European Union. Vol. 2. Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. Pettai, 
V., Zielonka, J. (eds.). Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003, pp. 46–74; Vachudova, M. A. Europe 
Undivided: Democracy, Leverage and Integration after Communism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005; 
Pridham, G. Securing the Only Game in Town: the EU’s Political Conditionality and Democratic Consolida-
tion in Post-Soviet Latvia. Europe Asia Studies, Vol. 61, 2009, pp. 51–84.

41 Volkovs, V. Krievi Latvijā. Rīga: LZA Filozofijas un socioloģijas institūts, 1996, 67. lpp.
42 See: Šulmane, I. The Russian Language Media in Latvia. Latvian–Russian relations: Domestic and Interna-

tional Dimensions. Muižnieks, N. (Ed.). Riga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2005, pp. 64–73.
43 Бродовская, Е. В., Влодарская, A. Социально-политические факторы посткоммунистической 

трансформации в странах Прибалтики. Известия Тульского государственного университета, Вып. 2, 
2009, c. 152–162.
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 ethnolinguistic division into Latvians and Russian-speakers.44 In this type of demo cracy, 
as first proposed by Sammy Smooha in regard to Israel,45 taking part in democratic 
procedures and ensuring the basic rights of citizens in political matters is attributed a 
particular dominant ethnolinguistic group to its advantage when compared with other 
groups. This model is contrasted with a liberal-republican democracy in which all citi-
zens are equal with a single language used in public matters (France), a consociational 
democracy in which the special political rights of several ethnolinguistic groups are 
recognised (Switzerland, Belgium), and multi-cultural democracy (Canada), in which 
equal cultural rights are enjoyed by all groups. While a number of features of an ethnic 
democracy are evident in Latvia, for example, in citizenship policy which confers advan-
tages to ethnic Latvians to acquire citizenship, as well as the doctrine of Latvians being 
the “state nation” is recognised in the discussion of constitutional issues in Latvia46, it is 
incorrect to describe Latvia as being an ethnic democracy equal to that in Israel. Many 
liberal-republican features are found in Latvia, e.g., insistence on use of the official lan-
guage in public matters and a relatively liberal naturalisation policy, and even features 
of a multi-cultural democracy, for example, the provision of minority schooling.47

The human rights situation
Equality of all citizens, their legal protection is part of the definition of democracy, 

and this is realised in practice by respect for human rights. Latvia has been able to 
achieve good results in this regard during the period after restoration of independence. 
The residents of Latvia are in general protected against illegal and arbitrary actions by 
state bodies.48 The 8th chapter of the Latvian Constitution which was adopted in 1995 
lists explicitly the most important democratic rights: the freedom of expression, asso-
ciation and assembly, etc. Latvia has signed the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, and a number of other international conventions. According to inter-
national ratings the situation of human rights in Latvia is assessed as good. For exam-
ple, civil rights in Latvia received a score of “2” (on a scale of 1–7, with “1” excellent) 
in a global study “Freedom in the World 2017” published by Freedom House, and 
 Latvia is characterised as free.49 The Economist Intelligence Unit also publishes indices 

44 Pettai, V. Emerging Ethnic Democracy in Estonia and Latvia. Managing Diversity in Plural Societies: Minori-
ties, Migration and Nation-building in Post-Communist Europe. Opalski, M. (Ed.).  Nepean, Ont: Forum East-
ern Europe, 1998; Järve, P. Ethnic Democracy and Estonia: Application of Smooha’s Model. Flensburg: ECMI, 
2000 (European Centre for Minority Issues: ECMI Working Paper, No. 7); Smith, G. Ethnic Democracy 
Thesis and the Citizenship Question in Estonia and Latvia. Nationalities Papers, Vol. 24, 1996, pp. 199–216.

45 Smooha, S. The Model of Ethnic Democracy. Flensburg: ECMI, 2001 (European Centre for Minority Issues: 
ECMI Working Paper, No. 13).

46 Konstitucionālo tiesību komisija. Viedoklis “Par Latvijas valsts konstitucionālajiem pamatiem un neaiz-
skaramo Satversmes kodolu”. Accessible at: http://www.president.lv/images/modules/items/PDF/17092012_
Viedoklis_2.pdf (site last visited 27.04.2016).

47 Ijabs, I. After the Referendum: Militant Democracy and Nation-building in Latvia. East European Politics 
and Societies, Vol. 7, No. 5, 2015.

48 Brands-Kehre, I., Pūce, S. Pilsoniskās un politiskās tiesības. Cik demokrātiska ir Latvija: demokrātijas audits. 
Rozenvalds, J. (red.). Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2005, 21.–34. lpp.

49 Freedom in the World – 2017. Accessible at: https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/latvia 
(site last visited 12.03.2018).
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of democracy and has given high marks to civil liberties in Latvia. With a score 8.53 
out of a maximum of 10, Latvia is in the company of countries such as Greece, Estonia 
and France.50 

This does not mean that there are no outstanding issues in the field of human 
rights peculiar to Latvia. The limits to freedom of association guaranteed by Article 
102 of the Latvian Constitution were explored in 2003 in respect of activities of the 
so-called Russian School Defence Staff. This organisation which without any doubt 
was a political one, whose goal was to block reforms of minority schools, refused to be 
registered officially. Subsequently, there have been a number occasions when freedom 
of assembly has been restricted. In 2009, the Enterprise Register of Latvia refused 
regis tration of an organisation “The Communist Support Movement in Latvia”, on the 
basis of the name it had chosen since Communist ideology is proscribed in Latvia. In 
2013, the Enterprise Register refused to register the entity, “The Party of Linderman — 
for our native language” on the grounds of its name and changes in the political pro-
gramme of this party.51 This decision was taken based on past activities of Vladimir 
Linderman, who is close to the National Bolsheviks of Russia; these activities have 
been directed at the constitutional foundations of Latvia. Article 103 of the Latvian 
Constitution provides for holding peaceful assemblies and processions, also the right 
to picket, provided that advance notification is given. These requirements are largely 
complied with although the legal provision that local authorities must receive advance 
notification on occasion leads to political wrangling. This situation arises most often 
for events on “politically charged” annual dates. Examples include 16 March,  the day 
when veterans of the Waffen SS Latvian Legion honour the memory of their fallen 
comrades at the Freedom Monument in Riga, Victory Day on 9 May, when the defeat 
of Nazism in Europe is celebrated to the accompaniment of rituals typical of Russian 
Television and the Soviet era, as well as “Pride” processions by sexual minorities. 
Peaceful demonstrations and pickets by both extreme left and extreme right political 
forces have taken place in Latvia, and, therefore, on balance, the situation as regards 
freedom of association and assembly may be assessed as good.52 Provision under Ar-
ticle 100 of the Latvian Constitution for freedom of speech has led to disputes arising 
from attempts legally to regulate use of the official language in private media, incite-
ment to hatred in Internet comments, etc. Regrettably, there has been a rise in in-
stances over the past decade, when reporters suffered as a result of investigative re-
porting. Police have searched the private homes of reporters,53 as well as reporters have 
been injured after physical attacks by unidentified assailants. However, the situation as 

50 EIU Democracy Index: Free speech under attack. Accessible at: http://pages.eiu.com/rs/753-RIQ-438/
images/Democracy_Index_2017.pdf (site last visited 12.03.2018).

51 Strode, L. Par atteikumu ierakstīt izmaiņas politisko partiju reģistrā: Latvijas Republikas uzņēmumu reģistra 
lēmums Nr. 10-11/18501. Jurista Vārds, Nr. 11, 19.03.2013, 62.–63. lpp.

52 Kamenska, A. Pilsoniskās un politiskās tiesības. Cik demokrātiska ir Latvija: demokrātijas audits, 2004–2014. 
Rozenvalds, J. (red.), 63.–82. lpp.

53 Judgement of 2013 by the European Court of Human Rights in the Case of Nagla v. Latvia (Application 
No.  73469/10). Accessible at: http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/sites/eng/pages/search.aspx?i=001-122374 (site last 
 visited 10.12.2015).
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regards freedom of expression in Latvia may be regarded as acceptable: human rights in 
Latvia are respected and recourse to them supported by an independent court  system. 

Respect for human rights is not constant, but rather a continuous process, which 
demands incessant monitoring and defence. An Ombudsman (Tiesībsargs) institution 
has functioned well in Latvia from 2007 onwards; the principal task of this institution 
is to promote respect for human rights including identification of violations of human 
rights in legal acts adopted and implemented in practice. The number of written sub-
missions received by the Ombudsman’s office well illustrates what are the problems in 
various categories of human rights.54 Many of these submissions concern the rights of 
children, in particular, the right of a child to grow up in a family, as well as the plight 
of orphans and children without parental care. In the area of civil and political rights 
many submissions concern the rights of imprisoned individuals — their living condi-
tions, medical care, and other issues as well. However, judging by statistics on the 
number of submissions received, progressive improvement is evident in this area. An 
important issue in human rights in Latvia concerns the right to a fair trial — both as 
regards the high cost of these proceedings, the absence of state-provided legal assist-
ance, and the long duration of proceedings at all court levels. The question of the rights 
of asylum seekers in Latvia is also contentious. As regards social and economic rights, 
and cultural rights, the most important issues are: state support to pensioners, health 
care services, and the right to housing. Lately particular attention concerns the rights 
of disabled persons. Respect for human rights in Latvia is subject to continuous inter-
national monitoring, for example, submitting reports to the Universal Periodic Review 
issued by the United Nations Human Rights Council, with identification of the most 
important human rights issues in Latvia.55 

The political system

Conforming to provisions in Article 6 of the Latvian Constitution the 100-mem-
ber parliament (Saeima) is at the centre of the political system in Latvia; deputies are 
elected on the basis of “general, equal, direct, secret, and proportional” elections. The 
Latvian Saeima is recognised, in terms of the influence that it exerts on state policies, 
to be one of the most powerful parliaments in the world,56 and this ranking is justified 
when seen from the point of view of formal institutional provisions. There are few 
competences that have been delegated to other parliaments that are also not within the 
remit of the Saeima. The only political function that the Saeima is not able to realise is 
nomination of a candidate for the post of Prime Minister — according to the Latvian 

54 The 2015 Report by the Ombudsman of the Republic of Latvia. Accessible at: http://www.tiesibsargs.lv/files/
content/ zinojumi/Tiesibsarga_2015_gada_zinojums.pdf (site last visited 12.02.2016).

55 Universal Periodic Review – Latvia, 2011. Accessible at: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/PAGES/
LV Session11.aspx (site last visited 12.02.2016); Submission to the Universal Periodic Review. Accessible 
at: http://cilvektiesibas. org.lv/media/attachments/26/01/2016/lchr_upr24_lva_e_main.pdf (site last visited 
12.02.2016).

56 Fish, S. M., Kroenig, M. The Handbook of National Legislatures: a Global Survey. Cambridge: Cambridge 
Uni versity Press, 2009, pp. 388–391.
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Constitution this right belongs solely to the State President, who otherwise plays 
largely a ceremonial role. The Saeima has to approve the government (the Cabinet of 
Ministers) and also the State President, and has the right to recall these. The Saeima 
may also insist on a change of ministers, it adopts laws and ratifies international trea-
ties, confirms judges and several important officials in their posts, also the Prosecutor-
General, the Ombudsman, Head of the State Audit Office, heads of the special services, 
etc. The Saeima also has substantial rights in its control of the executive branch, in-
cluding creation of investigative committees, present submissions and pose questions 
to ministers, etc. Given that the abilities of the other government branches to influence 
work of the Saeima are limited, allocation of powers in the Latvian parliamentary sy-
stem of rule is weighted in favour of a strong parliament. It is the case that the “all-
powerful” nature of parliament has been limited in several ways over the past 25 years, 
for example through creation of a Constitutional Court in 1996 with broad powers, by 
introducing in 2010 the right of one tenth of the electorate to initiate dissolution of 
the Saeima, as well as constitutional provisions concerning accession of Latvia to the 
 European Union in 2004. It is no exaggeration to assert that parliament today remains 
at the centre of the democratic system in Latvia. 

The Latvian Constitution as adopted in 1922 emphasised, over and above giving 
broad powers to parliament, recourse to proportional representation. The so-called 
“party list” system was employed in elections to the parliament of Latvia, with the 
state territory divided into five electoral districts (Vidzeme, Kurzeme, Latgale, Zem-
gale, and Riga), in each of which a specified number of deputies are elected. The pro-
portional electoral system leads to a plethora of political parties and competition 
among these, since all have the possibility of being represented in parliament. This 
has encouraged development of political pluralism in Latvia. As many as 20 different 
political parties and political groupings have stood for election on several occasions 
after the restoration of independence. However, the proportional electoral system 
often leads to fragmented parliaments, which can hamper emergence of a consoli-
dated and responsible majority in parliament. To mitigate this effect, to reduce the 
degree of party fragmentation the pure proportional electoral system in Latvia was 
modified. In 1993, a 4% threshold was introduced which a political party had to cross 
on a national level in order to elect any deputies to parliament (in 1998, this  threshold 
was raised to 5%). Second, a restriction was introduced in 2010 rescinding the prac-
tice whereby popular candidates could stand for election in several electoral districts 
(the so-called “locomotive system”), and in future candidates could stand for election 
in only one electoral district. This modification may also be seen as a further restric-
tion on the proportional electoral system, one which significantly reduced the 
number of political party lists contesting elections (from more than 20 to approxi-
mately 13). 

The legislative body in Latvia typically has representation by 6 to 8 party lists, 
which are drawn up by political parties, or party alliances that can readily be formed 
given liberal regulations in Latvia. Up to now no political party has succeeded in 
gaining an absolute majority of deputies elected to any convocation of the Saeima. This 
situation has led to regular appearance of party coalitions necessary to establish the 
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executive authority. Coalitions in Latvia during the first decade after renewal of demo-
cracy have often been rather unstable, with consequently frequent changes of govern-
ments, coupled to the fact that the arrival of every new convocation of the Saeima 
requires that a new government be formed. During the 25 years after restoration of 
independence, 20 different configurations of the Cabinet of Ministers have been con-
sti tuted.57 The average duration of a government in office has been shorter than 
16 months, a fact that does not facilitate emergence of political responsibility for long-
term developments. At the same time, there has been a tendency for the time in office 
of governments to grow longer. If during the 1990s the Cabinet of Ministers headed by 
Vilis Krištopans worked for only eight months (1998–1999), then the third government 
led by Valdis Dombrovskis worked for almost the entire period of one convocation of 
the Saeima (2011–2014). This provides basis for cautious hope that there might be 
further future improvements in the stability of the executive branch of the govern-
ment.

One of the characteristics of the democratic system in Latvia, a feature that was 
inherited along with renewal of the inter-war Constitution, is the relatively large scope 
for recourse to direct democracy at national level. There are provisions in the Latvian 
Constitution for voters exercising their right to come with a legislative initiative, i.e. 
one-tenth of the total number of voters may submit a legislative initiative to the  Saeima 
for its consideration (Article 78 of the Satversme). There are also provisions for nu-
merous referendums to be held. A referendum must be held if the Saeima rejects a 
legislative proposal put to it by the voters, in the case of the State President proposing 
the dissolving a convocation of the Saeima, if the State President has refused to sign 
into law a decision of the Saeima and calls a referendum, and if the  Saeima has revised 
certain crucial articles of the Constitution. As of 2009, Latvia has adopted a constitu-
tional provision that is unique in the European context which  allows the people pre-
maturely to dissolve the Saeima by means of a referendum and call new elections. In 
order that the results of a referendum be binding the absolute level of participation in 
most cases must be high (from at least one-half of the number of who voted in the 
previous Saeima elections to at least one-half of the total number of eligible voters), 
and this requirement often is not met. There have been eight re ferendums in Latvia 
since 1991 and the requisite quorum was not reached in four of these.58 

The very fact of a possible referendum being called substantially influences politi-
cal processes, as recourse to holding a referendum is often used to mobilise public 
opinion on certain issues. Starting with 2007, an increased interest is noticeable among 
the political elite as well as the general public in both the popular legislative initiative 
and holding a referendum, in spite of the fact that in 2012 legislation was adopted 
tightening the requirements on both of these to take place. A provision was put in 
place in 2012 that allows 10 000 voters to present to the Saeima a non-binding collec-

57 History of the Cabinet of Ministers. Accessible at: http://www.mk.gov.lv/en/content/history-cabinet-minis-
ters (site last visited 12.02.2016).

58 Elections & Referendums. Accessible at: https://www.cvk.lv/pub/public/28334.html (site last visited 
10.12.2015).
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tive submission which nonetheless must be 
added to the parliamentary agenda. This pos-
sibility has recently become quite popular 
thanks in large part to the Internet portal 
Manabalss.lv, as a result of which citizens’ pe-
titions come to the attention of parliament 
ever more often.59 There are reasons to believe 
that recourse to the instruments of direct de-
mocracy, public initiatives, and referendums 
reflect not only a greater desire of the people 
to be part of the legislative process, but also a 
measure of popular dissatisfaction with exist-
ing institutions that represent them, in parti-
cular with the Saeima and the government 
whose activities inspire relatively little public 
confidence. The instruments of direct demo-
cracy thus serve to resolve problems of legiti-
macy.60 

Democratically elected local authorities also function in Latvia; these are elected 
by direct and proportional vote and are invested with a number of important economic 
and administrative powers. The administrative-territorial reform of 1999–2009 left a 
lasting impression on local democracy in that the number of local authorities was sub-
stantially reduced with a view to raising their efficiency. Instead of the more than 500 
local authorities that existed before this reform, then subsequently 119 local autho rities 
were created: 110 districts and 9 cities with republican standing. However, in the light 
of demographic projections, a further future reduction in the number of local 
 authorities in Latvia appears to be inevitable. An important issue has arisen in politics 
at the local authority level in Latvia apropos requirements that only registered political 
parties may present themselves at local elections. Notwithstanding a number of citi-
zens’ initiatives demanding the right of voter groups to present themselves as candi-
dates, the Constitutional Court ruled, in 2015, in favour of the law on local elections to 
be compatible with rights guaranteed by the Constitution. However, passive voting 
rights may be realised outside of political party constraints. Candidates are not obliged 
to be members of the party on whose list their names figure and independent candi-
dates are often included in such lists. Furthermore, in elections for relatively small 
local authorities (less than 5000 residents) also voters’ associations may present them-
selves at local elections. 

59 McGrane, S. Online, Latvian’s Ideas can Bloom into Law. New York Times, 09.04.2013. Accessible at: http://
www.nytimes.com/2013/04/10/world/europe/a-web-site-where-latvians-ideas-can-become-law.html (site last 
visited 12.03.2018).

60 Somer, E. Direct Democracy in the Baltic States: Institutions, Procedures and Practice in Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2015. (Studien des Instituts für Ostrecht München, Bd. 76).

Fig. 4. Elections of 4 October 2014 for the 12th Saeima. 
Photograph by Evija Trifanova
(LETA/ID: 13237539) 
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Political culture and participation

Political participation: elections, political parties, NGOs, and the media
Today fully developed democracy no longer comprises only democratic institu-

tions: elections, parliament, political parties, courts, and so on and so forth. Demo-
cracy also requires certain attitudes, values, and preparedness on the part of citizens 
to take part in democratic processes. Moreover, the development of democratic in-
stitutions often reflects the convictions of those who work within these institutions. 
The combination of attitudes and values mentioned previously comprises political 
culture, as this is defined in political science, and it is the nature of this culture 
which is a precondition for successful democratisation.61 Successful development of 
democracy requires a democratic society, whereas a “democracy without democrats” 
is not ultimately viable. At the same time, as is the case for Latvia, development of 
political culture in support of democracy is a long-term task. Ralf Dahrendorf as-
serted some time ago, that “The formal process of constitutional reform takes at 
least six months; a general sense that things are looking up as a result of economic 
reform is unlikely to spread before six years have passed; the third condition of the 
road to freedom is to provide the social foundations which transform the constitu-
tion and the economy from fair-weather into all-weather institutions capable of 
withstanding the storms generated within and without, and sixty years are barely 
enough to lay these foundations.”62 It is difficult to judge the accuracy of Dahren-
dorf ’s predictions, yet the fact that a democratic political culture cannot appear after 
a few years or even after a few decades, is rather well demonstrated by the case of 
Latvia. 

Turnout of the citizens of Latvia at elections is one of the most important indica-
tors of the extent of citizen participation. We must conclude that voter turnout in 
Latvia has gone down, but there has been a tendency for turnout to stabilise over re-
cent election cycles. The first elections for the Saeima held in 1993 saw the greatest 
voter turnout: 89.9% of eligible voters cast their votes for deputies of the 5th Saeima. 
Since then the tendency was for voter turnout for Saeima elections to decrease and 
turnout has fluctuated around 60% for the four most recent elections. However, this 
level of participation is not among the lowest in the European context. At the same 
time it is below the average turnout in Europe. Over the period 2011–2013, the voter 
turnout at parliamentary elections for EU27 (28 after accession of Croatia) has been 
around 67–69%.63 Falling numbers of voters is a tendency observed for local elections 
and for European Parliament elections, the latter attracting less than a half of all citi-
zens of Latvia. Exceptionally, in 2009, both elections occurred on the same day and 
voter participation reached 53.7%. Voter participation in referendums in Latvia has 

61 Koroleva, I., Rungule, R. Latvia. Democracy as an Abstract Value. Democracy and Political Culture in Eastern 
Europe, Klingemann, H. G., von, Fuchs, D., Zielonka, J. (Hg.). London: Routledge, 2006, pp. 235–255.

62 Dahrendorf, R. Reflections on the Revolution in Europe. New York: Penguin, 1990, pp. 99–100.
63 See: Voter turnout in national and EU parliamentary elections. Accessible at:  http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/

tgm/table .do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdgo310&plugin=1 (site last visited 10.12.2015).
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been variable, and understandably interest is related to the question posed at a par-
ticular referendum. Up to now, the referendum in 2003, on Latvian Accession to the 
EU, has had the greatest number of participants ((71.5%) with the referendum in 2012 
about granting Russian the status of official language attracted the next largest number 
of voters (70.7%).64 

In Latvia voter participation in elections is closely linked to the party system since 
political parties are predominant at all levels of state government.65 At the same time, 
political parties in Latvia are relatively weak and fragmented. In June 2015, there were 
67 registered political parties and 8 party alliances in Latvia.66 However, it is impossible 
to determine with any precision how many residents of Latvia participate in political 
party work. Various surveys taken over the past ten years show that approximately 
0.9–1.4% of the residents of Latvia declared themselves to be members of a political 
party, rather a low level taken internationally. Political parties tend to be small, and 
decision-making internally tends to be highly undemocratic.67 For example, no  internal 
consultations (in the form of primaries or caucuses) which would allow all party 

64 Tautas nobalsošanas Latvijā. Accessible at: https://www.cvk.lv/pub/public/27531.html (site last visited 
10.12.2015).

65 Krupavičius, A. Fluide Parteiensysteme in den baltischen Staaten. Die politischen Systeme der Baltischen Sta-
aten: eine Einführung. Knodt, M., Urdze, S. (Hg.).

66 See: Politiskās partijas un to apvienības. Accessible at: http://www.ur.gov.lv/partijas.html (site last visited 
10.12.2015).

67 See: Ikstens, J. Politiskais atbildīgums Latvijā: pilsoņu un politiķu atbildības krustpunktā. Pārskats par tau-
tas attīstību 2008/2009: atbildīgums. Rozenvalds, J., Ījabs, I. (red.). Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2009, 
73.–79. lpp.
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 members later to influence their representatives at state bodies, take place in advance 
of drawing up the lists of candidates for election. Additionally, despite introduction, in 
2010, of a system of state financial support to political parties, party finances are still 
largely dependent on large contributions from private individuals, and this influences 
policies pursued by political parties.68 It is therefore unsurprising that political parties 
which benefit from being able to play such an extraordinary role in the political system 
of Latvia are at the same time deeply unpopular with the public in Latvia. There is a 
recurring phenomenon of a new political party making its appearance just before a 
round of regular elections. Measures of the volatility of political parties in Latvia which 
assess the extent to which citizens are attached to any political party indicate that many 
voters change their preferences with every new election.69 In 2013, Andris Bērziņš, 
then State President, initiated a reform of how political parties are regulated with the 
aim of broadening their representative nature and sustainability; however, further con-
sideration of this reform is unknown at present. 

A similar contradictory situation is found when considering participation by indi-
viduals in non-governmental organisations (NGOs). The number of voluntary organi-
sations in Latvia has substantially increased over the past ten years. In September 
2004, there were 8232 registered organisations in Latvia,70 and the number has more 
than doubled over the following ten years with more than 18  707 associations and 
foundations registered as of 24 May 2014. The average number of new voluntary or-
ganisations registered in a year has been approximately 1600 over the past ten years, 
with the largest number of new organisations registered in a single year being 1739 in 
2011.71 However, this dynamic increase in numbers of organisations does not imply a 
similar rise in numbers of active individuals. An equally relevant question is how 
many of these organisations are active, and how many are empty shells which exist 
only on paper. This question cannot be answered with certainty. The approximate 
number of fictitious organisations may be estimated from the number of annual activ-
ity reports presented to the State Revenue Service (SRS), since the very fact of submis-
sion implies a minimal level of activities by the organisation. Data provided by SRS for 
2012 show that such reports were submitted by 14 138 organisations, or 78% of the 
total number of registered organisations. This is the basis for a cautious estimate that 
fictitious organisations do not exceed one quarter of the total number registered.72 
Looking at the regional distribution of NGOs throughout Latvia a considerable dis-
proportion in the distribution of NGOs is found between various regions of Latvia. 
Approximately 60% of all NGOs are registered in Riga or in the region of Riga, while 

68 Dombrovsky, V. Campaign Contributions and Firm Performance: the “Latvian Way”. Accessible at: http://
papers. ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1168298 (site last visited 25.11.2015).

69 Ikstens, J. Latvia: Disclosure Yet Abuse, Volatility Yet Stability. Party Finance and Post-Communist Party De-
velopment. Roper, S. D., Ikstens, J. (eds.). Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008, pp. 45–62.

70 Miezaine, Z., Sīmane, M. Politiskā līdzdalība. Cik demokrātiska ir Latvija: demokrātijas audits. Rozenvalds, J. 
(red.), 153.–164. lpp.

71 See: Biedrības un nodibinājumi, sabiedriskās organizācijas. Accessible at: https://www.lursoft.lv/lursoft_
statistika/?&id=41 (site last visited 12.03.2018).

72 Šimanska, I., Neilande, J., Bite, K., Pīpiķe, R. Pārskats par NVO sektoru Latvijā, 2013. Rīga: Latvijas Pilsoniskā 
alianse, 2013, 55. lpp.
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the next largest numbers are found in larger cities like Liepāja (5%), Daugavpils (2.5%), 
and Jelgava (2%).73 

The rapid increase over the past 10 years in the number of organisations must be 
contrasted with the opposite tendency which has been observed concerning participa-
tion in several kinds of organisations — the trade unions, professional and religious 
organisations, women’s organisations, sports and health associations. Most of these or-
ganisations have become less popular with the general public. On the other hand the 
fraction of the population that does not take part in any organisation has risen from 
61.9% in 2004, to 71.7% in 2013.74 This leads to the conclusion that most of these or-
ganisations have a rather small membership, that a significant number of people active 
in civil society are members of several organisations at once and also that increasing 
the number of their members may not be a priority for these organisations.75 

Also an environment for the development of free and pluralistic media belongs to 
democratic institutions. Legal norms regulating the environment for media in Latvia 
are adequate. The Constitution guarantees freedom of expression and prohibits cen-
sorship. Legal regulations for the press in Latvia are relatively liberal. In 2009, defama-
tion was decriminalised, making it a civil offence. The World Press Freedom Index 
compiled by Reporters without Borders puts Latvia in the 28th place, ahead of such 
“older democracies” as Great Britain, Spain, and France.76 At the same time, this rating 
does not mean that the behaviour of the media as an element of democracy in Latvia is 
without fault. First there is a unique split in the media environment in Latvia, with the 
existence of “political parallelism” between the Latvian and Russian-language media 
segments. These two segments in terms of the printed press and electronic media are 
largely disconnected from one another, in fact creating two different co-existing media 
spaces for the media. A substantial fraction of the population of Latvia are consumers 
of the media output of the Russian Federation (in particular television programmes), a 
factor which today does not promote democracy in Latvia. 

In much the same way as elsewhere in the world, the printed press today is facing 
severe problems, which are exacerbated by the small size of the market, as well as the 
effects of the economic crisis of 2008–2010. An opaque ownership structure is evident 
for both printed and electronic media, as well as their politicisation. Quality reporting, 
including investigative journalism is rather rarely evident in Latvia. The fraction of the 
population of Latvia who use the Internet is substantial (approximately 85% in 2017)77  
and high-speed Internet access makes this into an ever increasingly important instru-
ment of political communication. 

73 Šimanska, I., Neilande, J., Bite, K., Pīpiķe, R. Pārskats par NVO sektoru Latvijā, 2013, 144. lpp.
74 Ijabs, I. Political Participation. How Democratic is Latvia? Audit of Democracy, 2005–2014. Rozenvalds, J. 

(Ed.). Riga: University of Latvia Press, 2015, pp. 219–233.
75 Lindén, T. Interessenverbände und Zivilgesellschaft in den baltischen Staaten. Die politischen Systeme der 

Baltischen Staaten: eine Einführung. Knodt, M., Urdze, S. (Hg.), S. 241–258.
76 World Press Freedom Index 2017. Accessible at: https://index.rsf.org/#!/index-details/LVA (site last visited 

12.03.2018).
77 Internet Users in Europe. Accessible at: http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats4.htm (site last visited 

12.03.2018).
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Political culture: attitudes and values
When discussing the political attitudes and values of the people of Latvia we must 

first note that these do not provide unambiguous results in terms of assessing demo-
cracy in Latvia. Residents rate highly the freedom that has come with democracy, at 
the same time feeling alienated from the institutions of democracy. Results from 
Euro barometer surveys show that the citizens of Latvia consistently place lower trust 
in their parliament, government, and political parties than is the average over the 
EU.78  At the same time, the residents of Latvia more than other Europeans trust local 
authorities.79 The residents of our country are relatively sceptical about their own 
ability to influence political processes. The view is widely held that preference has to 
be given to “a strong hand” vis-à-vis democratic procedures. Furthermore, it appears 
that this situation has not substantially ameliorated despite democracy existing for 
some time, defying optimistic forecasts to the contrary. The situation is well described 
by the results of two surveys of “An audit of democracy” carried out in 2004 and 
2014. 

The effect of the ethnic divide on political culture in Latvia cannot be ignored in 
terms of political attitudes and values. After the restoration of independence, the need 
to safeguard the cultural identity of the state, its Western and democratic character 
was confronted with the presence in Latvia of a substantial community of Soviet-era 
migrants whose connection with Latvian statehood and history was very weak. There-
fore, in such situations, resolution of issues associated with “nation-building”, together 
with democratisation, turn into a complicated matter, in particular in the presence of 
large minorities and irredentist neighbours who assume responsibility for supporting 
the minorities.80 It is necessary to emphasise, in the context of political culture and 
participation, that certain elements of nation building (citizenship policy, language 
policy, the attitude adopted towards the Soviet occupation period and Russia) even 
today play a major role in public political awareness. The political party system has 
had a special role in this. In contrast to the situation in Estonia, which is similar in 
many ways, the divide between Latvians and Russian-speakers also defines the spec-
trum of political parties. There are “the Latvian political parties” and “the Russian-
speaking political parties”, which each address their respective voter groups, their 
 values and attitudes.81 

When examining political culture, i.e. those attitudes which are the same and 
those which are not, of Latvians and Russian-speakers, we must conclude that there is 
much that unites both groups. When issues relate to personal civil liberties, such 
as  abiding by laws, the necessity to pay taxes, toleration of a plurality of views, no 
 es sential differences are found between the attitudes of Latvians and Russ ian-

78 Standard Eurobarometer 82, Autumn 2014. Tables of Results: 38, 40, 41. Accessible at: http://ec.europa.eu/
public_ opinion/archives/eb/eb82/eb82_en.htm (site last visited 10.12.2015).

79 Ibid., Table 39.
80 Linz, J., Stepan, A. Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: Southern Europe, South America 

and Post-communist Europe.  Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996, p. 25.
81 Розенвалдс, Ю. Русскоязычное меньшинство в политической элите Латвии и Эстонии: перспективы 

“(де)герметизации”. Политические элиты в старых и новых демократиях. Гаман-Голутвина, О. В., 
Клемешев, А. П. (ред.). Калининград: Изд-во Балтийского федерального ун-та им. Канта: 2012, c. 214–224.
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speakers.82 The situation is different as regards the attitude towards Latvia as a state 
and the ability of individuals to influence it. It is true that an important fraction of the 
number of Russian-speakers in Latvia declare themselves to be patriots of Latvia and 
identify themselves with its state symbols. However, they often reject the determining 
role played by the Latvian language and culture in the integration of society in Latvia, 
they feel discriminated against, they are more alienated from democratic institutions 
in Latvia, as well as many are declaring themselves unable to influence these bodies. 
On the other hand, many ethnic Latvians are concerned about preservation of their 
culture and language, often feeling threatened by the presence of individuals of dif-
ferent cultures. It is important to note that while both Latvians and Russian-speakers 
in many situations declare themselves to be patriotic, civil passivity is similarly evident 
in both ethnolinguistic groups, as is the lack of faith in their ability to influence state 
authorities, and longing for “a strong hand”. At the same time, these negative tenden-
cies, which point to poor consolidation of democracy, are more strongly expressed in 
Russian-speakers. Furthermore, a significant fraction of all Russian-speakers express a 
negative attitude towards several fundamental values of Latvia, like the fundamental 
role of the Latvian language, condemnation of the period of occupation by the USSR, 
as well as the pro-Western foreign policy orientation of Latvia. 

Replies to the first two survey questions show that attitudes adopted towards the 
Russian Federation are a dividing line between the attitudes of Latvians and Russian-
speakers, which were actively expressed in regard to the recent annexation of Crimea 
and the crisis in south-east Ukraine. In discussing these attitudes the fact has to be 

82 Ņikišins, J., Rozenvalds, J., Zepa, B. Democracy and the Political Culture. How Democratic is Latvia? Audit of 
Democracy, 2005–2014, pp. 249–268.
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taken into account that a significant proportion of Russian-speakers in our country 
actually reside in the information space of Russia (in particular as regards television 
programmes) and not in that of Latvia, and that daily uptake of information from this 
source definitely does not promote a loyal and democratic attitude towards Latvia and 
towards all Western democratic values. An essential challenge to the future of demo-
cracy in Latvia, therefore, is the provision of a democratic, Western alternative to the 
widespread influence exerted by the mass media of Russia in Latvia. 

Conclusion

The development of democracy in Latvia has travelled a long road over the past 
25  years. A new political regime has been established after the people experiencing 
long years of authoritarian and totalitarian rule, and this democratic order comprises 
internationally recognised institutions, civil and human rights are respected, and there 
is a high degree of political pluralism. Latvia has, in terms of consolidating democracy, 
surpassed many countries with which it shared until recently the same starting posi-
tion. Legacies from the first period of democratic order (1918–1934) have played a 
significant role in this process, since the principal modern institutions of democracy, 
and public political culture developed on the basis of this experience. In addition, the 
relatively rapid integration of Latvia into Western structures (first of all, the EU and 

Fig. 7. Results from an opinion survey of residents
Source: Pārskats par tautas attīstību 2010/2011: nacionālā identitāte, mobilitāte, rīcībspēja. Rīga: UNDP, 2011, 26.–30. lpp; 
 Ņikišins, J., Rozenvalds, J., Zepa, B. Democracy and the Political Culture, p. 257; SKDS, Latvijas iedzīvotāju attieksme pret 
dažādiem politiskiem jautājumiem, August 2014.
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NATO) played an important role in the development of democracy in Latvia, and this 
has undoubtedly been a stabilising factor for the new democracy. 

This article clearly shows that construction of a democratic institutional structure 
in Latvia, as in many other countries, has outpaced the emergence of democratic po-
litical culture. Lack of trust in elected institutions is still widespread, as are civil cyni-
cism and passivity. Citizens often do not believe in their ability to influence political 
decision-making and also do not take responsibility for choices made at elections. The 
origin of these problematic attitudes is not to be found solely in the quality of the 
democratic process, but also in an insufficient state capacity, its ability effectively to 
implement decisions. The latter must be understood as the inability of the state effec-
tively to influence processes ongoing in society, in order that implementation of deci-
sions crucial do not remain unfulfilled in the light of fragmentation of political circles, 
in the absence of competition, and due to hidden informal dependencies. Fragmenta-
tion of the party system and their dependence on private donors, the influence of an 
informal network of patrons, limited political competition, and ethnicity-based voting 
are the principal challenges to state capacity and, consequently, the prestige of demo-
cracy in Latvia. When considering the future legitimacy of democracy in Latvia, one 
has to consider also the strengthening of state capacity. 

A democracy is not infallible nor does it always decide on the best way to resolve 
issues. Erroneous and even stupid decisions are regularly taken by democracies. Never-
theless, the greatest advantage enjoyed by democracies are their possibilities to correct 
such decisions and for everyone to learn from mistakes. This ability will in future de-
termine how quickly Latvia becomes a democracy with high state capacity, as was the 
goal of the founding fathers of Latvia. When looking back at how democracy has de-
veloped in Latvia we must conclude that, despite geopolitical and military cataclysms 
of the 20th century, a stable democratic regime has today come into being. If we recall 
that as recently as 30 years ago anti-democratic authoritarianism ruled here, this 
achievement is all that more significant. Political pluralism is the principal feature of 
contemporary political life in Latvia; there are many political forces, some of which at 
times advance radically different views and political programmes. Civil and human 
rights are respected in the country, the most widely differing views are freely aired, or-
ganisations of all kinds are established, which represent the interests of very different 
groups of people. However, at the same time, the people do not accord adequate legiti-
macy to democracy: democratically elected institutions are unpopular; there are clear 
indications of residual authoritarian sympathies on the part of the public. This is evi-
dence for democracy in Latvia not yet having become self-evident and generally ac-
cepted, as is the case in most Western European countries. Not all of the reasons for 
public dissatisfaction with democracy are due to the manner in which democracy 
works in Latvia. In many cases the reasons derive from deficiencies in state capacity, 
with an inability to take and effectively implement decision. This is particularly pain-
ful in a situation when after the restoration of independence democracy was used to 
raise unrealistic expectations. Therefore, one suggestion is to educate society about 
how a democracy works, to invite citizens to evaluate critically their choices at elec-
tions and not to expect democracy to deliver results quickly. 

Ivars Ījabs    DEMOCRACY IN LATVIA
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Another important democratic deficiency in Latvia is related to the divisive role 
that ethnicity has played in politics, a role that has not diminished over past several 
years. Political parties of ethnic minorities have historically played a role in Latvia, 
parties which successfully took part in public life. Currently Latvia is faced with a 
problematic political integration of the Russian-speaking minority. Matters are exacer-
bated by politicians representing the Russian-speakers refusing to accept the funda-
mental values of the Republic of Latvia (language, citizenship policy, and orientation 
in its foreign relations), and also the desire of Latvian politicians to restrict the politi-
cal competition. The ethnic divide is a long-term problem, one which negatively im-
pacts the quality of democracy and reduces public trust in elected bodies. However, as 
is characteristic of democratic societies, resolution of this problem has to be sought 
through dialogue and mutual respect of all inhabitants of Latvia. 

Günter Frankenberg, a scholar of constitutional law, has theorised that democracy 
is “learning how to be sovereign”. Thus, a nation that rules itself in a democratic man-
ner has the ability to learn from its mistakes, and to correct these.83 This dimension of 
learning is very significant for democracy in Latvia. Our society has enjoyed the pos-
sibility over the past 25 years after the restoration of Latvian independence to take de-
cisions in a democratic way, to commit errors and to correct these. In spite of several 
reverses, the learning process has been very fruitful — Latvia today is a fully demo-
cratic state. It is not only able to rule itself successfully, but participates as an equal 
partner in the democratic life of the European Union, and strenuously defends its fun-
damental principles elsewhere in the world. However, despite successes, a democratic 
sovereign cannot afford to rest on its laurels; it is obliged constantly to learn, openly 
admit the existence of problems, and to resolve them effectively. The key is to be found 
by this process for the future success of democracy in Latvia. 

83 Frankenberg, G. Der lernende Souverän. Kritische Justiz: Vierteljahresschrift für Recht und Politik, Vol. 35, 
No. 3, 2002, S. 297–311.
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Raita Karnīte

THE ECONOMY OF LATVIA AFTER 
THE RESTORATION OF INDEPENDENCE

This article presents an analysis of how the economy of Latvia has developed in terms of events, 
conditionalities, and risks, after the renewal of state independence in 1990. The aim of this article 
is to describe the basis for the economy of Latvia and economic achievements to-date, to analyse 
reforms and how implemented policies have impacted the development of society and the state, to 
understand how changes which took place after 1990 have affected the overall quality of life. The 
article consists of a detailed comprehensive study. A forecast is presented for future development of 
the economy of Latvia relying on an analysis methodology developed by the Economic Prognosis 
Centre (EPC), Ltd. and using the findings of this analysis. Recommendations are made for economic 
policies to be implemented over the period through to 2030. 

Key words: economy, economic policy, industry, balance of payments, current account, energy. 

Introduction

Everything has a beginning. This account about the economy of Latvia after the 
renewal of state independence begins in 1990. At that time the economy of Latvia had 
survived for nearly 50 years as part of a planned command economic system which 
was established immediately after the Second World War. From mid-1940 until 1991 
(excepting the war period) Latvia was a constituent part of the economic complex of 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) — an independent Soviet Socialist Re-
public with its own government and state symbols, with formally a separate economy, 
yet subject to a unitary division of labour and resources within the USSR. 

The time period following the Second World War had inflicted losses as well as 
gains to the economy of Latvia. Nationalisation and collectivisation had eliminated 
private property as the basis for the socioeconomic system; however, market economy 
elements were never completely eradicated — the kolkhozes and cooperative under-
takings, although owned collectively, were private property. Large industrial complexes 
were set up in Latvia during the period of industrialisation. 

The population of Latvia had increased from 1905.9 thousand residents counted 
in the 1935 census to 2668.1 thousand individuals at the beginning of 1990.1 The pro-
cess of urbanisation had started. 

1 Demogrāfija: statistisko datu krājums, 2009. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Centrālā statistikas pārvalde, 2009, 
18. lpp.
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Migration was responsible for 54–65% of the rise in the number of residents over 
the time period from 1960 to 1989.2 

Within the USSR Latvia had the lowest demographic dependency ratio3 (after the 
Russian Federation), but also the lowest birth-rate (until 1987) and also the lowest 
number of children and youth per 1000 residents.4 The fraction of residents of work-
ing age was high — 56.6% of the total population in 1989, but this figure began to de-
cline. Only 1.4% of persons in this age bracket did not work. In 1988, 70% of all per-
sons at work were in the “industrial production” sectors.5 Until 1990, the number 
working in the economy increased year on year.6 

The number of residents of retirement age was large — they constituted up slightly 
more than 20% of the total population, and this figure was increasing.7 The retirement 
age was low — 60 for men, and 55 for women. 

The national wealth of Latvia at the end of 1988, excluding the value of land and 
forests, was 43.3 billion Soviet roubles (one USD was then worth approximately 15 So-
viet roubles), of these 29.6 billion roubles were fixed assets (including passenger trans-
port and roads), 6.7 billion roubles were material current assets, and 7 billion roubles 
were household objects.8 Each fixed asset rouble resulted in 97 roubles of national 
 income.9

Agricultural production was ensured in 1988 through the use of 2570 thousand ha 
of land. Forest covered 43% of the territory of Latvia.10 

In 1990, the value of the fixed assets of Latvia had decreased to 20 billion roubles, 
with 40% of the total industrial output resulting from All-Union enterprises. Workers 
at these enterprises constituted 43% of industrial personnel and had 61% of the total 
fixed industrial production assets.11 

2 Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums. Rīga: Latvijas PSR Valsts statistikas komiteja, 1990, 5., 7., 
31. lpp; Demogrāfija: statistisko datu krājums, 2009, 22. lpp.

3 The demographic dependency ratio is the sum of the number of children, young people and old age pen-
sioners per 1000 members of the population of working age.

4 Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums, 11., 20. lpp.
5 Demographic statistical data published before 1990 and for a few years thereafter differ from those published 

today. For example, according to the 1991 USSR Statistics Yearbook there were 2687 thousand residents in 
Latvia at the beginning of 1990 — or 19 thousand individuals more than what was indicated in later publica-
tions. There were 1094 thousand individuals working, of these 745 thousand (68%) were workers. In the 
1994 publication The 1993 Demographic Yearbook of Latvia the following figures are given: total population 
of 2673.5 thousand (greater by 5.4 thousand residents than what is stated in published sources today).

6 Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums, 34.–35. lpp.; Demogrāfija: statistisko datu krājums, 2009, 
25 lpp.; Latvijas statistikas gadagrāmata, 1995. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Valsts statistikas komiteja, 1995, 
83. lpp.

7 Demogrāfija: statistisko datu krājums, 2009, 25. lpp.
8 Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums, 1990, 43. lpp. This evaluation cannot be expressed in lats 

through the equivalence of 1 lat : 200 roubles, since inflation was considerable between 1988 and the intro-
duction of the lat. 

9 Ibid., 44. lpp.
10 Ibid., 45.–46. lpp.
11 Народное хозяйство СССР в 1990 г.: статистический ежегодник. Москва: Финансы и статистика, 

1991, c. 290, 351.



161

In terms of the production which constituted the national income12 44.1% derived 
from industry, agriculture contributed 25.7%, construction — 9.1%, transport and com-
munications — 7.5%, the retail sector — 9.2%, and all other sectors (excluding non-
manufacturing sectors) — 4.4%.13 The profile of industry changed. The largest indus-
trial sectors before 1990 were engineering and metalworking (27.7% of the total output 
of industrial goods in 1988 — in terms of 1982 January prices for comparison — com-
pared with 10% in 1960), the food industry (26% and 34.6%, respectively), and light in-
dustry (19.3% and 33.8%, respectively). The largest number of workers were employed 
in these sectors, and these sectors also benefitted the most from capital investment.14 

Some of the industrial activities taking place in Latvia were part of the USSR mili-
tary-industrial complex. Based on many years of professional experience the author is 
persuaded that statistical data obverting this aspect of the economy was either incom-
plete or altered, and there is a suspicion that the loss of military contracts was the most 
important factor contributing to economic collapse during the early 1990s. An in-
depth analysis is necessary to confirm or deny this assertion, as well as to understand 
the true role played by military contracts in the development of Latvia after 1990, but 
even a superficial look at the relationship of Latvia with the military activities of the 
USSR indicates that this impact could have been profound and multi-faceted.15

The economy grew by 3–7% annually, largely due to an increase in the number of 
residents. In 1988, 35% of industrial output was exported (including energy) and 38% 
of all products consumed were imported. In monetary terms the balance was negative, 
both in terms of exchange with other republics and with foreign countries, although 
this calculation does not take into account the quantity of products personally ex-
ported from Latvia by visitors from other USSR republics.16 

Latvia depended on external supply of energy — 88% of all fuel and other energy 
sources were imported, including approximately a half of electrical energy consumed.17 
However, in terms of a balance of payments, Latvia in supplying the centralised USSR 
funds gave more than it received (for example, the difference in 1988 was 1.9 billion 
Soviet roubles18).

In 1989, 66% of utilised agricultural area consisted of arable land. Up until 1 No-
vember 1989, 32% of the land area of Latvia had been drained. However, when com-
pared with 1940, 17% less total area was sowed.19 The volume of cereals and potatoes 

12 The national income is the net production output to which turnover taxes are added and state subsidies are 
deducted. Differently from computation of the gross national product, national income does not include 
depreciation of the production and other assets and income derived from the non-manufacturing sector and 
from economic activities abroad. (Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums, 47. lpp.).

13 Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums, 49. lpp.
14 Ibid., 65., 74.–75. lpp. These figures cannot be compared directly in terms of the present-day classification of 

sectors, as some manufacturing enterprises owned service providers (kindergartens, recreational facilities), 
which today are considered as independent enterprises and belong to the services sector. 

15 Kā Latvijā mūžīgi gatavojās īpašajam periodam jeb karam. Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 263/265, 2000, 20. lpp.
16 Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums, 50.–53. lpp.
17 Ibid., 56.–57. lpp.
18 Ibid., 63. lpp.
19 Ibid., 105.–107. lpp.
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harvested expressed per capita decreased.20 Agricultural production was subsidised. 
Individual food consumption did not increase, since there was a rise in population and 
there were increased deliveries in favour of All-Union funds. In 1989, 22.5% of all meat 
products were transferred to All-Union funds, and 33.2% of milk products bought by 
the state.21

All forms of transport developed rapidly. The large increase in freight being trans-
ported was due to intensive development of maritime transport. Such transport re-
sulted in profits of which more than one-half was taken by the All-Union budget. 
Tickets for passenger transport were cheap, and this sector incurred losses.22 

The material base and infrastructure for all forms of transport was out of date and 
its use — ineffective.23 Innovation was slow and ineffective, despite the route for intro-
duction of innovation (higher education — research and science — manufacturing) 
being well-planned and strictly observed.24

In terms of manufacturing output and standard of living Latvia was in the front 
ranks in the USSR and exceeded average indicators for the Soviet Union by 20–50%, 
but nevertheless lagged behind the standard of living in small states in Europe. Based 
on a methodology developed by the United Nations Organisation (UN) and, taking 
into account differences in national price levels, it was estimated that the per capita 
gross domestic product of the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) in 1985 was 76% 
of that of Finland, 69% of that of Sweden, and 63% of that of Norway.25 By 1990, the 
difference in the level of prosperity had become even greater. 

In 1988, the real per capita income level in Latvia was by 23% higher than the 
USSR average26 (in Estonia this was by 31% higher, in Lithuania, by 10%).27 Further-
more, social consumption funds were used to solve certain tasks.28 Premiums paid out 
from these funds (excluding vacation payments) increased personal incomes by nearly 
one-third of their salaries.29 

The quality of life in Latvia was much lower than that of developed Western Euro-
pean countries, and of the Central European socialist states. Housing was cramped 
and inadequate, its quality was poor. At the end of 1989, most residents were still living 
in communal apartments. The average living space of urban dwellers had not reached 
pre-war levels. 

Summing up, the post-war period of the economy of Latvia may be characterised 
as a period of intensive industrialisation and concentration of production. Many en-
terprises in Latvia had monopoly status within the USSR, and in several sectors Latvian 
undertakings satisfied more than half of the total USSR demand.30 Inasmuch as the 

20 Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums, 109. lpp.
21 Ibid., 51., 112., 119. lpp.
22 Ibid., 136., 146. lpp.
23 Ibid., 145. lpp.
24 Ibid., 65., 67. lpp.
25 Ibid., 47. lpp.
26 Ibid., 159. lpp.
27 Народное хозяйство СССР в 1990 г.: статистический ежегодник, c. 38–39.
28 Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums, 157. lpp.
29 Народное хозяйство СССР в 1990 г.: статистический ежегодник, c. 38, 46.
30 Latvija šodien: sociālekonomisku aprakstu krājums, 81. lpp.
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USSR was an active exporter, the freight transport sector developed as did passenger 
transport. The basis of agriculture consisted of subsidised meat and milk production. 
Industrialisation increased state dependence on energy supplies and on the market 
and raw product supply. The high level of social guarantees and extensive social ser-
vices cultivated emergence of a consumer society. Although they were poor and had 
no freedom by international comparison, people were assured of a subsistence level of 
existence. Free education and medical care, and housing, albeit at a low level, the con-
stitutional right to work and to be paid — these comprised the social benefit side of 
socialism. Furthermore, economic planning and levelling of salaries rendered personal 
initiative senseless and passivity became the norm.

State borders were closed. Departure to foreign countries was strictly controlled. 
The decision taken in the mid-1980s, to renew market economic elements in the 

socialist countries, meant that the ideologists of socialism had conceded the socialist 
system to be incapable of continuing to work, at least in the form that the system was 
implemented in the USSR and in the socialist countries of Eastern Europe. Evidence 
that the productivity of the system was insufficient to maintain the promised social 
guarantees was seen in the growth of the USSR public debt — from 18.2% in 1985, to 
56.6% in 1990. The principles determining how profits were allocated changed gra-
dually.31

Attempts to delay collapse of the socialist system were fruitless. Broadening the 
application of market principles was undertaken in the remaining private property ele-
ments of the socialist system — cooperative undertakings. In Latvia manufacturing 
cooperatives began to appear in 1987. There were 246 cooperatives (including agricul-
tural cooperatives), with 5.2 thousand workers, operating in 1988, while in 1991 there 
were 5407 cooperatives in which 198 thousand individuals were working.32 

Latvia — a success story

The three Baltic States were able to take advantage of the confusion resulting from 
Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika to regain national independence, leaving the disinte-
grating Soviet Union. A period of transformation from a planned socialist economic 
system to a market-based capitalist system followed similar transformations in many 
East European states — former socialist republics and former republics of the USSR, 
with different results from this reform. 

Latvia is deemed to be a success story when looking back over the more than 
25 years long transformation period after the recovery of independence.33 Descriptive 
terms are used, such the “Baltic Tiger”, “Baltic Miracle”.34 There is a lot of truth in these 

31 Народное хозяйство СССР в 1990 г.: статистический ежегодник, c. 19, 21. 
32 Ibid., c. 59. 
33 Åslund, A., Dombrovskis V. Kā Latvija pārvarēja finanšu krīzi / How Latvia Came Through the Financial 

Crisis. Washington D. C.: Peterson Institute for International Economics, 2011, 140 pp.
34 Mezo, J., Bagi, A. Crisis management in the Baltic States. Munich Personal RePEc Archive, Paper No. 40366, 

August 2012, pp. 426–439. Accessible at: http://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/40366/
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descriptions. After recovering its independence, Latvia did not pause in its pursuit of 
the target of joining the community of developed Western European states — the Euro-
pean Union (EU), NATO, the World Trade Organisation, the International Labour Or-
ganisation, and others. The state was taken on quickly and without preconditions and 
transition periods in several international organisations, whereas membership of the 
EU and NATO required carrying out demands made by these communities, which 
took time and necessitated significant reforms. It proved impossible in the course of 
these reforms to avoid negative social consequences, as it was necessary to pass from 
the socialist heritage of the principle of the “common pot” wherein the costs of provid-
ing social services was covered by the state and the consumer did not even sense the 
true costs of the services used, to application of the principle of personal responsibility 
where costs in full or in part had to be borne by the recipient of the services. 

The principal reforms which were carried out during the 1990s were: 
 – conversion in three directions of state and local government owned property: 
conversion of the property rights to land owned by the state and local authorities 
(land reform); conversion of property rights to enterprises and other property; 
conversion of property rights to housing owned by the state and local govern-
ment bodies;

 – fiscal reform, creation of the budget and tax system of an independent state;
 – monetary reform (introduction of a national currency), setting up the banking 
system and securities market; 

 – social reforms: creation of a social security system, including setting up pension 
funding, reform of the health and social welfare systems, and education and 
science;

 – reforms of local governments, including the reform of the administrative and 
territorial subdivision of the country. 

Māris Riekstiņš, State Secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic 
of Latvia, together with Aina Nagobads-Ābola, Latvian Ambassador to the Kingdom 
of Spain, deposited on 27 October 1995, in Madrid, the application by Latvia to be-
come a member state of the EU, and it was accepted.

After instituting the required changes, Latvia became a member of the NATO alli-
ance on 29 March 2004, and in May of the same year, a member state of the EU. The 
country relentlessly implemented the policies of the Single Market and Monetary 
Union continuing to integrate into the world economic space of developed countries. 
The single currency — the euro — was adopted on 1 January 2014 and on 1 July 2016 
Latvia became the 35th member state of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD). 

The first reforms carried out at the beginning of the 1990s — the overall collapse 
of the socialist system (not just in the USSR), the recovery of Latvian state independ-
ence, and the attendant separation from the former customary (regulated) market — 
led to an economic downturn. This was followed by a comparatively rapid upturn 
(Fig. 1). The downturn produced by two banking crises (in 1995, and in 1997–1999) 
was rapidly evened out. The high technology crisis of the year 2000 was not felt in 



165

-40

-30

-20

-10

0

10

20

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

EU 15/25/27 Estonia Latvia Lithuania Czech Republic Poland Hungary Eurozone countries

Fig. 1. Change in the gross domestic product of Latvia and selected countries (% with respect to the previous 
year)
Source: previous to 2004, historical data from the Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia (CSB), from 2005 — Euro stat; data as of 
30 January 2016

 Latvia. After accession to the EU, the rate of increase of the economy in Latvia has on 
occasion been the highest when compared with the performance of the other EU 
member states. Even the dramatic downturn resulting from the world financial crisis 
which started in 2008 and continued through 2009, already was overcome by the end 
of 2010. Generally speaking, the trend of economic growth from 1990 onwards in Lat-
via has been upwards.

Economic processes after 1990 can be generally characterised as follows:
 – the period when the institutional basis was created for a market economy (1990–
1993) — the start of privatisation and denationalisation, land reform, fiscal and 
monetary reform (the national currency, the Latvian Lat, LVL, was introduced 
on 5 March 1993), reforms in the social sector, new institutions and a new legal 
basis are created;

 – strengthening of the market economy (1994–2003) — a new institutional system 
and legal base are introduced and improved, the privatisation process stimulates 
foreign investment, occurrence of the first (1995) and second (1997) bank crisis;

 – the first direction of structural economic change (1995–2005) — deindustria-
lisation — privatised enterprises go bankrupt, after accession to the EU in 2004, 
enterprises in the manufacturing sector of the economy are bought and closed 
out; 

 – the second direction of structural economic change (2003–2009) — financia-
lisation of the economy — influx of financial resources from abroad into the 
consumer market, the financial transactions sector flourishes, overheating of the 
economy;
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 – the global financial crisis (2008–2010) — decrease of demand for exports, external 
financial investment stream dries up, collapse of the real estate markets, drop 
in internal demand, economic downturn, decrease in state revenue, insufficient 
funds available for the social system, state guarantees are put in place for foreign 
banks, risk increases for banks which are locally owned, austerity programme 
instituted to regain macroeconomic stability;

 – the post-crisis period (from the end of 2010 to the present) — end of the austerity 
programme, growth restarts, followed by a decrease in growth rate;

 – progressive transfer of state sovereignty to control by the EU — invitation exten-
ded in July 2013 to become the eighteenth member state of the European Econo-
mic and Monetary Union (EMU), Latvia joined the legal norms of EU Financial 
Stabilisation and European Economic Governance system.

Designation of Latvia as a success story has come about as a result of several cir-
cumstances. 

First, all Latvian governments since the restoration of independence have accepted 
proposals advanced by experienced economic partners, on occasion completely ignor-
ing or failing to assess the impact on the Latvian economy, and this has left the impres-
sion that Latvia is a cooperative partner with whom it is easy to strike agreements.

Second, without taking into account the relatively insecure geopolitical situation 
and its dependence on Russia for supply of natural resources, political stability and 
pursuit of consistent political and economic policies have been realised in Latvia (inte-
gration into the community of developed countries and strengthening of a market 
economy), which is evidence of unwavering public support for this course of action. 

Third, reforms were carried out quickly, including experimental reforms (for ex-
ample, reform of the pension system, introduction of the euro during a period of cri-
sis). Furthermore it was the case that high growth rates were attained during the period 
of rapid reforms, which apparently showed that the losses due to these reforms may be 
quickly recouped and would be harmless to the state and to society. Reform costs and 
their long-term effects were not assessed and this showed that Latvia could be used as 
a laboratory to try out various social policies. 

Fourth, a stable monetary and financial system was maintained in the country — 
low inflation, a relatively low budget deficit and external public debt, which testified to 
implementation of a responsible financial and monetary policy and fiscal discipline. 

Fifth, the country was able to rebound quickly from crises — an impressive re-
covery followed every crisis-induced economic downturn as seen in the development 
over time of gross domestic product (Fig. 1). Stagnation has never been a hallmark of 
economic development in Latvia even through to 2015.

Sixth, visibly demonstrable results were achieved in many important sectors — 
technological improvements were introduced with astonishing speed (information 
technology, in medicine, education), and physical infrastructure (roads) were im-
proved.

Seventh, undeniably general improvements have been reached in the quality of 
life — there has been a slow but continuous rise in individual incomes, improvement 



167

in living conditions, individual political and economic freedom, the freedom of speech 
and movement. 

The rise in gross domestic product and reorientation of the national economy to-
wards the community of developed countries which is expressed by a change in exter-
nal trade direction and increased exports to EU national markets are both considered 
to be indicators of success. Experts who have observed and evaluated the development 
of Latvia after recovery of its independence are unanimous in their view that success 
has been due to comprehension and acceptance by the public of this course. The 
 people of Latvia — both citizens and a large number of non-citizens alike who are eth-
nically differentiated — have been tolerant and patient during the period of reforms 
and later, when the negative effects of reforms started to become apparent, yet reforms 
continued nevertheless. Socially difficult reforms, particularly those after the crisis of 
2007–2008,35 occurred in Latvia without arousing social unrest or violence. This was 
achieved by successfully engaging the social partners in the preparation and adoption 
of government decisions, and also since society in Latvia, typically, does not engage in 
public disobedience or aggression. Instead, people left the country in this way mitigat-
ing manifestations of social malaise (for example, reducing unemployment levels 
thereby). Since the restoration of independence, every year has seen the departure 
from Latvia of a number of residents that would constitute an average rural village. 
Social peace and resigned acceptance of reforms, independent of their impact, was 
promoted by the efforts by the former partner — the Russian Federation — aided by 
the local political elite in sustaining a psychologically refined sense of political threat. 

The negative side-effects of the success story of Latvia are rarely mentioned.36 
However, some experts in economics are aware of the hidden imbalances which beset 
the Latvian economy over the long term.37 Júlia Mezö and Ágnes Bagi consider that 
there are structural problems common to the three Baltic States which hinder produc-
tive local or foreign investment instead favouring foreign investment in financial and 
other commercial services and in the construction sector. With reference to the study 
by Sándor Meisel,38 the authors of this paper have formulated the principal economic 
imbalances in the Latvian economy extant before the 2007 crisis: the large and rising 
deficit in the balance of payments; low economic activity; the disparity in productivity 
growth from growth in incomes; and consumption financed by external loans because 
of a low level of savings.

35 A detailed analysis of how the financial crisis was overcome and the consequences thereof is found in: Ås-
lund, A., Dombrovskis, V. Kā Latvija pārvarēja finanšu krīzi / How Latvia Came Through the Financial Crisis; 
Austers, A. Latvia’s Controversial “Success Story”. The Politics of Economic Sustainability: Baltic and Visegrad 
Responses to the European Economic Crisis. Riga: Latvian Institute of International Affairs, 2014, pp. 9–37, 
etc. 

36 For example, Austers, A. Latvia’s Controversial “Success Story”, pp. 9–37; Austers, A. How great is Latvia’s 
success story. Riga: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung and Latvian Institute of International Affairs, 2014 etc. 

37 Mezo, J., Bagi, A. Crisis management in the Baltic States, pp. 426–439; Austers, A. How great is Latvia’s success 
story. 

38 Meisel, S. A balti államok és a válság. (The Baltic Countries and the Crisis). Novák, T., Wisniewski, A. (eds.). 
Az új EU-tagállamok és a tagjelöltek helyzete a válságban. Budapest: HAS Institute of World Economics, 
2009, pp. 19–25 (A globális válság: hatások, gazdaságpolitikai válaszok és kilátások).
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The author notes that sustaining of a fixed exchange rate which the Bank of Latvia 
considers to be a fundamental principle underpinning the economy in Latvia has re-
sulted in maintaining a low inflation rate and limiting inflation during crisis periods, 
but it has made it difficult to eliminate dysfunctional features of the economy and to 
manage crises. 

That Latvia lags behind the other Baltic States leads to the conclusion that not all 
development opportunities have been exploited and mistakes have been made. One 
error has been elevating macroeconomic stability to the level of a dogma. Already in 
1995, specialists at the Ministry of Economics of the Republic of Latvia were convinced 
that the goal of macroeconomic stability had not resulted in reaching the goal of 
 economic development; this opinion notwithstanding the policy remained un-
changed.39 Industrial development stagnated; the principal exports were raw products 
and products with low added value. Foreign investment flowed into Latvia once priva-
tisation started in 1994, but foreigners either established small undertakings or priva-
tised the few large enterprises. 

There now follows a series of evaluations of selected Latvian economic policies to 
com plement the analytic description of the development of Latvia’s economy since 
1990.

Economic development of Latvia after the restoration of independence
The goal of regaining independence and introduction of a market economy was 

raising the quality of life for everyone. It seemed at the time when reforms were begun 
that this goal would be attained by resolving two problems: transforming a socialist 
economy into a market economy, and ensuring political security by joining international 
organisations. In order that the transformation might be successful, macroeconomic 
stability had to be maintained and it was desirable to implement possibly liberal policies. 

Integration into NATO did not impact the economy of Latvia, but economic op-
portunities which the process opened were not followed up. Quite the contrary — re-
sources allocated for military issues were used to procure elderly defence equipment of 
questionable quality from Western partners and from the USA. Soldiers from Latvia 
successfully took part in foreign missions, but it has not been possible to reach the de-
sired level of spending in the military sector, i.e. not less than 2% of the gross domestic 
product (GDP). It was only in 2014 when the international situation became tense and 
at the urging of its partners that the government began to formulate concrete plans to 
increase spending on defence. In drafting the 2016 state budget the government de-
cided that defence spending during 2016 must reach 1.4% of GDP, in 2017, 1.7% of 
GDP, and in 2018 a level of 2% of GDP needs to be reached40 (the 2015 budget foresaw 
reaching this level only in 202041).

39 Ziņojums par Latvijas tautsaimniecības attīstību. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Ekonomikas ministrija, 1995. 
gada novembris, 64. lpp.

40 Valsts aizsardzībai finansējumu 2% no IKP nodrošinās jau 2018. gadā. Latvijas Republikas Finanšu mi-
nistrija, 27.08.2015. Accessible at: http://www.fm.gov.lv/lv/aktualitates/jaunumi/budzets/51222-valsts- 
aizsardzibai-finansejumu-2-no-ikp-nodrosinas-jau-2018-gada

41 Finansējums aizsardzībai 2% no IKP sasniegs 2020. gadā. BNS, 12.06.2014. Accessible at: http://www.tvnet.
lv/ zinas/latvija/514184-finansejums_aizsardzibai_2_no_ikp_sasniegs_2020gada 
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A study was made in 2008–2009 on the share of military industry in the economy 
of Latvia,42 but its conclusions were not considered significant to convince offering this 
manufacturing sector any state support (financial or organisational). However, the 
Federation of Security and Defence Industries of Latvia was established on 7 March 
2013,43 which used the results of this study to begin lobbying on behalf of military 
economic interests both locally and internationally. In 2014, Latvia joined the NATO 
supplies transport system, however, more extensive economic cooperation has failed 
to come about.

NATO military units have seen stationed in Latvia since the end of 2015 with a 
view to strengthening national defence capabilities. The associated construction activi-
ties, together with local provision of food and other supplies for the military, has raised 
economic demand and may promote development of the manufacture of specialised 
products. 

Economic integration into the European Union has resulted in substantial 
changes to the economy of Latvia. During the 10 year pre-Accession period, the State 
and the European Commission agreed on legal harmonisation and compliance with 
EU demands in 30 negotiation chapters which touched upon all sectors of the econ-
omy. This meant that during the early 1990s, in the face of the dramatic downturn in 
the economy of Latvia related to the recovery of independence, Latvia, without spe-
cialists who understood a market economy, and without unconditional access to the 
EU financial solidarity system, had to dismantle its barriers to the free flow of goods, 
services, capital, and labour (effectively introduce the four EU internal market 
freedoms) and implement regulations on agriculture, the European Economic and 
Monetary Union, macroeconomic stabilisation and conforming to EU foreign trade 
policy. 

The economy of Latvia was greatly affected by wide-ranging simultaneously exe-
cuted economic and political reforms. Transformation of the socialist planned eco-
nomy to a free-market system was impossible without major reforms. Several sectors 
had to be established anew: the banking system, a national currency, a capital and se-
curities market, a social security system, and foreign trade.

Reforms in the social and economics fields were carried out swiftly and ruthlessly. 
Reforms took place in close collaboration with the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), through implementation of their economics policy memoran-
dums, the gradual implementation of the EU Acquis communautaire and together with 
other international organisations. The Latvian diaspora took part in state building. 
There is no doubt that independence could not have been achieved without some out-
side support. At the beginning of the 1990s, there were no specialists in Latvia familiar 
with a market economy, thus foreign experts and the recommendations of interna-
tional organisations played a decisive role in how the new state model was constructed. 
Foreign experts helped prepare policies pursued in regaining independence and the 

42 Militārās rūpniecības attīstības iespējas Latvijā. Noslēguma ziņojums (gala atskaite) 2009. gada 15. aprīlī. 
Rīga: LZA Ekonomikas institūts. 

43 See http://federacija.lv/en
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initial economic policy of the renewed state, including the basis for monetary policy; 
during this period new local specialists were trained. Several Latvians from abroad 
held leading posts in the renewed state administration — some were elected to parlia-
ment, others were ministers and consultants to the Saeima and government. 

Latvia was also obliged to honour its agreements with international organisations 
so as to allow it to join the economic space of the market-economies countries (first of 
all the EU states) which held out the promise of access to their markets, financial and 
investment sources, political security. 

The unique nature of these reforms was the essence of the transformation — a re-
turn from one socioeconomic system to another, as well as the scope of this transfor-
mation — simultaneous comprehensive reforms in Latvia and in other states with 
which it had economic links (Russia, Central and Eastern European states, and the 
other Baltic States). There were no examples of comparable reforms for guidance, thus, 
both the advisers and those who implemented reforms gained experience from the 
process. In addition to the experimental nature of the transformation, a number of 
completely untried reforms were implemented in Latvia (for example, mass privatisa-
tion by means of certificates, these certificates becoming tradeable securities, a state-
funded compulsory pension system, a state health insurance system, introduction of 
the EU common currency — the Euro — during a period of financial crisis). 

The process of reform was begun suddenly without preparing the public and the 
business community in advance. Legal regulations were adopted during the reform 
process, adapting to real events and thus laws needed frequent revision and these laws 
were contested in court.44

The results of reforms only partially met expectations. For example, the use of ar-
able land as a result of reform had not become more effective. In its 2010 report the 
Ministry of Agriculture admitted that the management of arable land was not moni-
tored on a national level. Better use of land has resulted from higher land taxes and 
 direct EU payments to farmers.45 

Other transformations of ownership produced similar results. The Ministry of 
Economics of the Republic of Latvia in summarising the results of how state and local 
government enterprises and other objects had been privatised,46 announced that over 
the time period of 17 April 1994 to 1 April 2010 when privatisation had nearly been 
completed it had resulted in a revenue of 1.66 billion LVL of which 394.62 million LVL 
was cash and the rest as privatisation certificates with a nominal value of 1.266 billion 
LVL. The new owners had taken over obligations outstanding on these properties to a 
value more than 187.2 million LVL. According to the rule adopted for privatisation the 

44 Karnīte, R. Speciālista viedoklis par banku sektora attīstību un banku darbību ietekmējošiem ekonomiskiem 
un sociāliem faktoriem Latvijā laikposmā no 1990. gada. Manuscript. Appendix.

45 Latvijas lauksaimniecība un lauki. LR Zemkopības ministrijas ikgadējais ziņojums 2010. gadā un 2011. gadā, 
11.–13. lpp. Accessible at: https://www.zm.gov.lv/public/files/CMS_Static_Page_Doc/00/00/00/18/26/LS_ 
2011.pdf; Zemkopības ministrijas 2011. gada publiskais pārskats. Rīga: Zemkopības ministrija, 12.–13.  lpp. 
Accessible at: https://www.zm.gov.lv/ public/files/CMS_Static_Page_Doc/00/00/00/24/57/ZM_PP_2011.pdf 

46 See the Internet web-site of the Ministry of Economics of the Republic of Latvia, 25.08.2011. Accessible at: 
http://www.em.gov.lv 
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prescribed investment had been a total of 146.2 million LVL, but the actual investment 
amount reached 267.5 million LVL.

Income from the privatisation of land by 1 April 2010 was 177.58 million LVL, of 
which amount 82.59 million LVL was in cash and 94.99 million LVL in the form of 
certificates compensating for nationalised property.

In a study by experts of the Riga Stock Exchange in 2009 it was determined that 
the State of Latvia owned 140 undertakings in whole or in part. The total value of their 
assets at the end of 2009 was 7.15 billion LVL, total annual turnover was 2.26 billion 
LVL. A total of 52 thousand persons were employed at these undertakings. Profits 
from turnover were on average 5.9%. According to expert opinion, the value of the 
fraction owned by the state was approximately 2.06 billion LVL.47 

The actual income from privatisation turned out to be less than planned. Re-
sources gained through privatisation were not used either for investment or to encour-
age development of private business.

Privatisation stimulated activity of the financial market insofar as banks were in-
volved in the process. It promoted the inflow of foreign investment (after the end of 
privatisation the inflow of foreign investments decreased), while economic policies did 
not encourage their remaining in Latvia. Privatisation had little effect on the securities 
market. 

Denationalisation achieved its primary goal — justice was restored. However, un-
dertakings were established during the process of denationalisation whose owners had 
neither experience, nor the means to run these properties. With a few exceptions the 
regained undertakings were weakened after a long denationalisation process. The pre-
vious management had lost interest in developing or even saving these entities, but 
 replacement in lieu was not guaranteed. In their own fashion the likelihood that dena-
tionalised undertakings might be viable was even poorer than for privatised under-
takings, the latter often privatised by the management and staff of these undertakings. 
Becoming owners increased the interest of the management in the viability of the un-
dertaking. 

The positive influence of renewal of private ownership rights was reduced by the 
lack of coordination of reform processes. Slow development of the real estate and se-
curities markets and overall poverty prevented owners from disposing of their pro-
perty who did not have the means to develop these properties, including pieces of land. 
Low property taxes prevented getting rid of excess property. Property that stood un-
used could not be acquired by a more capable owner and fell into ruin or was secretly 
sold, often creating artificial legal instruments (for example, sell rental rights, conclud-
ing lease agreements for periods of time exceeding a person’s lifespan), which were le-
galised after the fact. During the renewal of property rights, a certain loss of physical 
national values was tolerated. 

The process of reinstating property rights was not reinforced with creating state 
control and supervisory mechanism which would be compatible with a free market — 
inter-linked registry bodies, a service to monitor property use, strong and just state 

47 Latvijas valstij piederošie aktīvi, 2009: gada pārskats. Rīga: Nasdaq Riga, 3. lpp.
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control institutions. In nearly all sectors of the economy the state lost the ability to 
steer economic processes in a direction favourable to the national interest. On the one 
hand, macroeconomic processes were formed under the influence of a free and previ-
ously unknown microeconomic development, but, on the other hand, they were re-
stricted by a strict state fiscal and monetary policy. Such contradictory circumstances 
have been observed in several countries and they have always retarded economic de-
velopment.

Liberalisation allowed setting prices in various sectors of the economy to market 
values, but this occurred from a low subsidised level without any mechanism to com-
pensate for price rises. As a result of uncompensated price liberalisation consumer 
purchasing power fell rapidly as did the volume of the internal market. Providing resi-
dents with the bare minimum of products necessary for survival was alleviated by the 
appearance of imported consumer goods which, however, reduced the market by local 
producers. Throughout the period to 1994, the rise in production prices was slower 
than that in consumer prices, which further reduced resources that could be used for 
development. 

During the three years after the recovery of independence, the economy in Latvia 
decreased by about one-half (in different sources different figures are given for this 
downturn — from 49.5% of the level of 1990 to more than 50%). 

Economic recovery began in Latvia in 1994. This was produced by a growing de-
mand by industry in EU countries for items requiring intensive labour, which benefit-
ted from lower labour costs; products which were resource intensive (wood and timber, 
the production of building materials), which approached simply sell these resources; 
optimisation of privatised undertakings, including sale of their moveable contents; re-
newing public infrastructure, with the help of foreign financial support; trade as resi-
dents hastened to buy Western products. Foreign trade rose with EU countries.

After accession to the EU, the Latvian economy grew thanks to domestic con-
sumption which was stimulated by financial inflows from foreign banks; this, however, 
dragged the country into a crisis. The global financial crisis changed the scenario of 
rapid growth. This was clear evidence that Latvia is part of the world economy, but it 
did not change the basic principles of domestic economic policies, which were based 
largely on the export of raw materials or semi-finished products ordered in advance, 
whence the relative share of the manufacturing industry increased. In 2011, the eco-
nomic situation worsened in the trading partner countries of Latvia. The economy in-
dicators for Latvia also began to worsen during 2012–2013 and the economy entered a 
period of slow growth.

The strategy adopted by the developed countries how best to exit from the global 
financial crises which began in 2007 was austerity to liquidate the macroeconomic im-
balances resulting from global economic dependence by finance, but in a manner not 
to retard growth (the principles declared by the European Commission (EC), USA, 
and Japan). The extent to which austerity would be implemented so as not to retard 
growth remained unclear. Different countries adopted different strategies to limit the 
consequences of the crisis. For example, Great Britain cautiously introduced austerity 
retaining the freedom of manoeuvre due to an independent national currency. Latvia 
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was one of four EU states who agreed to accept the offer made by the World Bank, 
IMF, and EC48 international financial assistance on the condition of keeping to an in-
tensive austerity regime. Previously Ireland had agreed to implement an austerity re-
gime as it had been the first EU state to be affected by the global financial crisis. How-
ever, the conditions for implementing an austerity programme differed for Ireland and 
for Latvia. 

In Ireland the real-estate bubble had burst already in 2006, and it started the strug-
gle with the consequences of the crisis at a time when no substantial international 
finan cial instruments for assistance had been created. Latvia received an international 
loan of 7.5 billion EUR to deal with the consequences of the crisis. This was made up 
of contributions from the World Bank, the IMF, the EC, and the governments of se-
veral EU countries. Accessibility was the principal advantage of the loan arrangement, 
since countries affected by the financial crisis were unable to secure loans. Information 
disseminated of the “low cost” of the loan turned out to be exaggerated. At the mo-
ment of taking out the loan the costs indeed were not high. The loan from the IMF in-
curred a variable interest rate. The interest rate for the EC loan was fixed: for the first 
two tranches it was 3.125%, for the third tranche, 3.375%, and for the fourth tranche, 
2.875%. The interest rate of the loan from the World Bank was fixed: for the first 
tranche it was 4.180% and 4.220% for the second.49 However, the loan had to be refi-
nanced on the financial market starting with 2011, and this incurred additional costs. 

The effects of an austerity regime have been assessed variously. Hans Werner Sinn, 
Director of IFO Institute, University of Munich, deems that all countries affected by 
the crisis need to address a single issue — reduce the price of their products and renew 
their competitiveness,50 which inevitably is associated with a reduction in labour costs 
and decrease of social guarantees, or at the least freezing these. Ireland did this quickly 
since there was no alternative, while in the case of Latvia — because it very precisely 
implemented recommendations of the international lenders. Both countries quickly 
returned to economic growth. As the capacity rose of the EU to support countries af-
fected by the crisis, so the time lengthened that countries had to endure these con-
sequences. Cyprus, Greece, Spain and other states in Southern Europe continued even 
in 2016 to pose threats to their population as well as to the entire EU. 

The influence of a strict austerity regime on sustainable development of the econ-
omy is being studied. Investigations at the Jacques Delors Institute51 have revealed that 

48 This group of lenders comprising the IMF, the EC and the European Central Bank is called a “troika”. 
49 http://www.fm.gov.lv/lv/sadalas/starptautiska_finansu_sadarbiba/starptautiska_aizdevuma_programma/

jautajumi_un_ atbildes/#3?print=1
50 Sinn, H.-W. Ifo Viewpoint No. 164: Europe’s Easy-Money Endgame. Munich, 31 March 2015. Munich: Leibniz 

Institute for Economic Research at the University of Munich. Accessible at: http://www.cesifo-group.de/
ifoHome/policy/ Viewpoints/Standpunkte-Archiv/stp-2015/Ifo-Viewpoint-No--164.html

51 Fernandes, S., Paulet T. What political lessons should we learn from the troika experience? Synthesis paper 
of the Notre Europe – Jacques Delors Institute. 12 June 2014. Accessible at: http://www.notre-europe.eu/
media/.eu/media/socialeurope aftercrisis-fernandesgyger-ne-jdi-feb14.pdf?pdf=ok; Fernandes, S., Paulet, T. 
Adjustment programmes in the euro area: mission accomplished? Synthesis paper of the Notre Europe  – 
Jacques Delors Institute. 22 May 2014, p. 2. Accessible at: http://www.institutdelors.eu/media/emuadjust-
mentprogrammes-fernandes-paulet-ne-jdi-may14.pdf?pdf=ok
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the policy instituted by the “troika” has led to unjustifiably severe social consequences. 
It is found that a severe austerity regime to liquidate macroeconomic imbalances may 
work in small states, but not in larger ones where retreat from traditional guarantees of 
well-being may lead to wide-spread social unrest.

The opinions of foreign experts about economic policy followed in Latvia and the 
state of the economy, including effects of the austerity regime, cover a wide range — 
with the critical views of Michael Hudson, Jeffrey Sommers, Mark Adomanis,52 Martin 
Wolf53 as published in foreign newspapers and journals and worries about the long-
term consequences of Latvia’s economics policies, from the discussions of Paul Krug-
man and Edward Hugh54 about possible devaluation of the lat and the influence of 
austerity measures at the height of the crisis at the end of 2008 to the conviction by 
leaders and specialists of the World Bank and the IMF and of the politicians of Latvia 
that Latvia is a success story,55 a view shared by several foreign experts.56 An analytic 
article, which was published on 1 January 2013 in The New York Times,57 shows that 
the assessment by politicians and analysts essentially differ about the state of the econ-
omy in Latvia 22 years after the start of the great changes — what some deem a success 
story, others term as “a lesson which is no lesson at all”. No one denies that Latvia is 
capable of reaching well-defined targets — doubts arise about the short-term and 
long-term costs. 

It must be noted that the austerity policy did not run counter economic policies 
pursued in Latvia prior to the crisis. It merely reinforced trends whose origins may be 
found to predate the crisis. The principal aim of the fiscal and monetary policy of 
Latvia had always been macroeconomic stability, which was understood as the stability 
of the macroeconomic indicators. The results of fiscal reform and of fiscal policies 
have been a relatively low taxation level, stabilisation of inflation, and a national cur-
rency. As seen from Figure 1, these achievements proved to be inadequate to ensure 

52 For example, Sommers, J., Hudson, M. Latvia’s Economic Disaster as a Neoliberal Success Story: a Model 
for Europe and the US? 03.01.2013. Accessible at: http://michael-hudson.com/2013/01/latvias-economic- 
disaster-as-a-neoliberal-success-story-a-model-for-europe-and-the-us/; Sommers, J., Hudson, M. Latvia 
No Austerity Success. 25.06.2012. Accessible at: http://michael-hudson.com/2012/06/latvia-no-austerity-suc-
cess/; Sommers, J., Hudson, M. Latvia provides no magic solution for indebted economies. Accessible at: http://
www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/dec/20/latvia-debt-economy-europe-austerity; Latvia Is a Success 
Story, if by “Success Story” You Mean “Disaster”. Forbes, 1 March 2013. Accessible at: http://www.forbes.
com/sites/markadomanis/2013/01/03/latvia-is-a-success-story-if-by-success-story-you-mean- disaster

53 Wolf, M. Why the Baltic States are not model. Accessible at: http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/090bd38e-b0c7-
11e2-80f9-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3viIEIpqO

54 For example, Krugman, P. Latvia is the new Argentina (slightly wonkish). 23.12.2008. Accessible at: http:// 
krugman.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/12/23/latvia-is-the-new-argentina-slightly-wonkish; Hugh, E. Why The 
IMF’s Decision to Agree a Latvian Bailout Programme Without Devaluation Is A Mistake. 22.12.2008. Accessi-
ble at: http://fistful ofeuros.net/afoe/why-the-imfs-decision-to-agree-a-lavian-bailout-programme-without-
devaluation-is-a-mistake/

55 Åslund, A., Dombrovskis, V. Kā Latvija pārvarēja finanšu krīzi / How Latvia Came through the Financial 
Crisis.

56 Mezo, J., Bagi, A. Crisis management in the Baltic States, pp. 426–439, et al.
57 Higgins, A. Used to hardship Latvia Accepts Austerity and its Pain Eases. 01.01.2013. Accessible at: http:// 

www.nytimes.com/2013/01/02/world/europe/used-to-hardship-latvia-accepts-austerity-and-its-pain-eases.
html?hp&_r=1&
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macroeconomic stability in the long-term, although in the short term the fiscal policy 
justified itself.

The evolution of inflation, gross wages for labour and the average value of pen-
sions is shown in Figure 2. The cause of high inflation at the beginning of the 1990s 
was the sudden freeing of formerly fixed prices. Latvijas Banka (the central bank of 
Latvia) was able to reduce the rate of inflation by limiting currency emission, and use 
of foreign currency in Latvia, as well as insisting on a low budget deficit. The results of 
implementation of this monetary policy were surprising — during 1992, it proved 
possible to reduce the rise in inflation vis-a-vis the previous quarter from 222.5% in 
the 1st quarter to 53.8% in the 4th quarter. Inflation during the 3rd quarter of 1993 was 
1.8%; during 1994, it fluctuated between 13.4% during the 2nd quarter until 4.2% dur-
ing the 4th quarter, and was 2.1% at the end of 1995.58 Thus, pursuit of a strict fiscal 
policy during the early 1990s was justified. 

Nevertheless, the downturn in the economy during this period was impressive 
(Fig. 1).59 Specialists do not doubt that the main reason for this downturn was loss of 
markets, but no less important was the sudden loss of income of the people and a de-
crease in the demand of the internal market which were caused by a strict anti-inflation 
policy. 

Something similar happened when the government of Latvia, implementing the 
conditions set by the international lenders, took the first austerity and anti-inflation 
measures rapidly decreasing salaries and consumption. In contrast to the situation in 

58 Ziņojums par Latvijas tautsaimniecības attīstību. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Ekonomikas ministrija, 1995.gada 
novembris, 20. lpp. (in Latvian and in English).

59 Latvijas makroekonomiskie rādītāji, Nr. 3/1996: ceturkšņa biļetens. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Valsts statistikas 
komiteja, 1996, 14. lpp.
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the early 1990, in the pre-crisis period that started after accession of Latvia to the EU, 
in 2004, inflation was due to a rapid rise in salaries which was promoted by the inflow 
of external financial resources (the rise in salaries from 2005 onwards is seen in Fig. 2 
to have been more rapid than the rise in inflation). The GDP of Latvia fell by 20.6% 
over the three years (2008–2010) when austerity measures were implemented.60 

During both historical periods, the negative effects could have been mitigated had 
the loss of income and consumer demand been compensated by investment in the 
modernisation of manufacturing which would not exacerbate inflation, but would es-
tablish a basis for long-term development. One view holds that this could not be done 
for lack of money, but this argument can be debated. At the beginning of the 1990s, the 
wealth of the nation which previously had been concentrated in the hands of the state 
and which could be considered to be a considerable resource, was broken up into small 
pieces and lost their economic performance capacity. The state deliberately refused to 
finance the initial phase of the transformation process leaving it to market forces. 

A strict fiscal policy is not the only policy which can guarantee economic develop-
ment. Analysis of statistical data of countries whose development indicators exceed 
those of Latvia shows that none has followed as stringent a fiscal policy as was the case 
for Latvia. Fiscal indicators in countries with a market economy and stable economic 
system (in Germany, France, and Italy) in the long term period use to be inferior to 
those in Latvia during periods of complex reforms. 

Dogmatic pursuit of macroeconomic policies is one of the differences between 
Latvia and the other Baltic States. Data published in 2000 show that in 1998 the public 
debt of Estonia was 55% of GDP (the external debt was 36.8% of GDP), in Lithuania, 
22.4% of GDP (external debt was 15% of GDP), while in Latvia it was only 9.9% of 
GDP (the external debt was 10.8% no GDP).61 As it turned out later Estonia and 
Lithuania by effectively using borrowed resources had been able to strengthen their 
economies. 

The influence of how austerity measures are implemented need to be assessed in 
the following light. An expert seminar of ETUI-NERI62 on policy formation (25 No-
vember 2015) heard views that restricting state investment as part of austerity meas-
ures is wrong. Professor Achim Truger of the Berlin School of Economics and Law, has 
shown that in states with austerity measures (Greece, Spain, Portugal, Ireland), state 
investment was at a level of 2% of GDP between 1999 and 2009, but these had disap-
peared over the time period from 2010 to 2013. However, in Great Britain, between 
1999 and 2009 (except for a decrease in 2005), these had risen from 0.5% to 1.7% of 
GDP, and after 2009 this indicator had only decreased by one percentage point, but 
these investments were not halted. Investments have continued in the USA and Aus-
tria, while in Germany they have even increased. 

60 Latvijas statistikas gadagrāmata, 2011. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Centrālā statistikas pārvalde, 2011, 45. lpp. 
(in Latvian and in English). 

61 Vilpišauskas, R., Steponavičienė, G. The Baltic States: the Economic Dimension. Winners and losers of EU 
integration: policy issues for Central and Eastern Europe. Ed. H. Tang. Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 
2000, pp. 52–81 (table: p. 72).

62 European Trade Union Institute, Nevin Economic Research Institute (Ireland). Publications are in English.
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Source: Eurostat (GDP indicators), CSB.  

Despite creating the impression of stabilising its economy Latvia had in fact cre-
ated the preconditions for the crisis of 2008 through implementation of its fiscal policy. 
The policy of low salaries in the government sector also led to low salaries in the pri-
vate sector. This stimulated economic emigration, acute labour shortage and a rapid 
rise in wages and labour costs in all sectors after accession to the EU, when outside 
finan cial resources flowed into Latvia (EU structural funds, bank savings) (Fig. 3). It 
has to be taken into account that the relatively impressive increase after 2004 meant 
that labour costs, wages, and the related rise in state pensions, started from an ex-
tremely low level (Fig. 4). For example, hourly wages rose from 2.86 EUR in 2005 to 
4.02 EUR in 2007 (6.4 EUR in 2014). 

The explosion in wages meant that the rise in salaries began to overtake increases in 
productivity — this is a characteristic symptom of macroeconomic instability — which 
led to increased social differentiation by income (the Gini coefficient63 increased) (Fig. 4). 
The poverty of the social system and low wages led to low income, thus, as soon as 
loans were available they were taken out to cover basic needs including buying clothes.64 

The budget deficit was low and corresponded to a perception of macroeconomic 
stability, but the overall public debt was high, the largest part of it due to individual 
 indebtedness which raised the risk of loan defaults and threatened macroeconomic 
stability. 

63 The Gini coefficient measures the equality of incomes. It takes on values between 0 and 100. The Gini coeffi-
cient is 0 if there is absolute equality of income (i.e., all residents have the same income), but as incomes are 
more unequal the coefficient approaches 100.

64 Karnīte, R., de Kastro, Gonsalvess-Bērziņš I., Popoviča, S. Ārvalstu kapitāls Latvijas banku pamatkapitālā. 
Rīga: Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas Ekonomikas institūts, 2007. 
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Banks have played an important role in the economic development of Latvia. The 
financial sector and banks are the most dynamic and progressive sectors of the econ-
omy. Activities of banks have been the cause of three economic crises in Latvia. 

The dynamics of bank assets/liabilities (Fig. 6) visibly demonstrate both financial 
crises (asset reduction during 1995 and 1998), and the dependence of the economy on 
finance (asset increase from 2004 onwards) and the result — the financial crisis and 
stagnation in the banking sector after 2007–2008. In 2014, bank activities improved, 
while in 2015 they reported particularly good financial results. 

The legal framework for operation of banks was continually changed and improved, 
considerable attention was paid to secure operation of banks and limiting illegal activi-
ties in the banking sector.65 After every crisis new foreign banks started their operations 
in Latvia either taking over banks affected by the crisis or by establishing bank branches 
(Fig. 6). This occurred after the 2008 crisis when the number of banks grew through 
the appearance of foreign bank branches. The presence of banks in the market did not 
change greatly over time. Many small banks continued to operate, foreign bank 
branches quickly became members of the group of large banks. The influence of foreign 
banks exerted on the national finance system was not objectively assessed.

Problems in the development of the economy of Latvia is often attributed to an 
expensive social security system (high taxes for its maintenance), which resulted from 
and was sustained by the unfavourable demographic situation. Reform of the social 

65 Saksonova, S. Latvijas komercbanku aktīvi — attīstība, struktūras pārvaldības iespējas. Rīga: Latvijas Zinātņu 
akadēmijas Ekonomikas institūts, 2003; Čevers, M., Karnīte, R. Nerezidentu noguldījumi Latvijas bankās. 
Rīga: Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas Ekonomikas institūts, 2006. 
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Fig. 5. The Latvian public debt, foreign public debt and external individual and commercial debt (million EUR)
Source: Eurostat.

Fig. 6. Evolution of the number of banks, bank assets/liabilities
Source: Information from the Finance and Capital Market Commission of Latvia.
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security system was intended to raise its liquidity, by separating how it was financ ed 
and raising contributions by individuals, introducing insurance principles to its func-
tion. Latvia was among the first countries of Central and Eastern Europe to introduce 
a multi-level pension system, and the first state to introduce a fund-free pension 
 system based on solidarity between generations, and which was based on the principle 
of capital accumulation. 

Raita Karnīte    THE ECONOMY OF LATVIA AFTER THE RESTORATION OF INDEPENDENCE



180 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

The experiment paid off, but risks to liquidity remained. These were due to fre-
quent legal revisions and perturbation of the social budget, which were due to demo-
graphic trends as well as by the failures in economic development. Uncertainty led to 
loss of confidence in the state pension system and promoted tax evasion. On the other 
hand, a definite long-term trend has been observed of individuals seeking to gain the 
status of a pensioner and receive the state-guaranteed minimum income, as soon as 
this is possible. Counteracting tendencies — avoiding paying social taxes and seeking 
to obtain a pension as soon as possible — affected the balance of the pension budget.66 

The health care system was in the process of reform until 2016 when this article 
was written and operated under conditions of the greatest uncertainty. Health care was 
not considered to be a sector of the economy. It was adapted to cater for a decreasing 
demand by the population for health care services, and the potential of the legacy (in-
stitutions, infrastructure, personnel, and education) was ruthlessly squandered.67 

Reform of the education and science system were characterised by haste and 
poorly thought-out scenarios. The number of educatees has decline from 2002 on-
wards due to demographic trends, thus the principal issue at the core of reform was 
the decrease in financial support and number of institutions. Education was not con-
sidered to be a sector of the economy, one which could provide education services as 
an export item, hence resources allocated to education were ruthlessly eliminated. The 
measurable results of education declined (reading skills, study of the exact sciences).68

Institutional reforms in science began in 1991. Thanks to the efforts of scientists 
and specialists and due to their high qualifications, the education and science institu-
tions of Latvia integrated well into the European educational and science space; how-
ever, reform of education and science cannot be described as successful. The number 
of workers in the field of science has decreased. 

Reform of the state administration and local government authorities were not 
completed as of 2017. Administrative territorial reform of local governments was par-
ticularly expensive and inept. The reconfiguration of local governments was only 
agreed in 2009 when a total of 109 municipalities (novadi) were created together with 
the administration of nine republican cities. By 2013, one of the municipalities agreed 
this way had separated into two parts. At the time of writing this article there were 119 
local governments in Latvia — 110 municipalities and nine republican cities. Reform 
of the regions still is not completed. 

The entire process of reform in Latvia resulted in an interaction between territo-
rial planning and administrative territorial reform, wherein these processes limited 
one another and retarded progress. Territorial planning was conceived as a “bot-
tom-up” process and towards this end local governments were encouraged to develop 
their own district plans with resources dedicated to this activity. It was intended that 

66 Karnīte, R. Sociālās drošības politika Latvijā krīzes apstākļos. Rīga: Latvijas Brīvo arodbiedrību savienība, 
2011. 

67 Karnīte, R. Veselības aprūpe Latvijā — sāpju bērns vai spēcīga tautsaimniecības nozare? Latvijas Ārsts, Nr. 5, 
2008, 8.–12. lpp.

68 Geske, A., Grīnfelds, A., Kangro, A. Latvia on its way to a knowledge based society — opportunities, chal-
lenges and problems. Humanities and Social Sciences: Latvia, Vol. 17, 2009, pp. 380–412. 
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the national planning document would be a synthesis of these local plans. However, 
the individual plans were of different quality and even contradicted one another since 
in the absence of national level planning local governments were unable to integrate 
themselves into national level processes. 

In evaluating the lack of uptake by Latvia of development possibilities experts al-
ways highlight poor strategic planning and inadequate financing. When the institu-
tional base for economic and social development is examined there is no lack of strate-
gic and implementation documents, as well as policy instruments. Before and after 
accession to the EU, Latvia has benefitted from international financial assistance from 
EU programmes, from the World Bank, and from the governments of developed coun-
tries — Canada, Denmark, Switzerland, Sweden, and Norway. These resources were 
invested in reforming and strengthening national administrative capacity (reform of 
self-government bodies, introduction of the pension system and health care insurance 
system, education reform) and important investments in physical infrastructure. 

Allegations that Latvia has an insufficient number of strategic and economic policy 
documents are unfounded, or that there was no desire to coordinate these and that 
there was a dearth of start financing. However, the targets and activities were not har-
moniously integrated in these plans and the intended results were not attained. Excep-
tions were institutional reforms which were supervised by international organisations 
and which had targeted financing. It is due to this kind of financing that roads have 
been improved, that sanitation and waste management improved, that educational and 
health care establishments were modernised. 

Taking into account the restrictions, difficulties and negative side-effects that ac-
companied integration in NATO and accession to the EU, and in the EU single cur-
rency zone, the positive aspects of these processes became evident in 2014 when ag-
gression by Russia against the former republics of the USSR and military intervention 
in resolving political problems in Syria were intensified.

Negative aspects of the success story of Latvia

Economic policies associated with accession to the EU were considered to have a 
positive impact on the economic system of the new EU member states.69 The positive 
effects could have been strengthened by close collaboration between the Baltic 
States — the emergence of the Baltic States as a European region.70 A more detailed 
analysis showed that the conditionalities of accession had a negative influence in the 
short-term as well as in the long-term. This part of the article will discuss some of the 
economic problems of Latvia which have resulted from the very economic policies 
which allowed Latvia to become a “success story”. 

In acceding to the EU Latvia undertook to join the single currency system. This 
was possible only when a country complied with strict macroeconomic criteria for 

69 Vilpišauskas, R., Steponavičienė, G. The Baltic States: the Economic Dimension, pp. 52–81. 
70 Deksnis, E. B. Eiropas apvienošanās... Integrācija un suverenitāte. Rīga: Junda, 1998, 271.–366. lpp.
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some time (the Maastricht criteria). Hurried reforms and rapid liberalisation together 
with the strict macroeconomic criteria produced a negative effect on the economy of 
Latvia. In their analysis of the integration of the new EU member states into the single 
currency area OECD specialists have concluded that complying with the Maastricht 
criteria has long-term consequences since this eliminates resources for development.71 
Professor Pēteris Guļāns has calculated, under the assumption that price levels charac-
terise well-being that, were Latvia to observe the Maastricht criteria (at the time of the 
study — 2.7% annually), it would reach the average level of well-being in Scandinavian 
countries only during the next century: the level in Denmark would be reached in 
2106, that in Finland — in 2145, that of Sweden — in 2153.72 

Recalling a comment by the Hungarian economist András Inotai, Atis Lejiņš has 
written: “Winners and losers not only are “created” by preparing for accession, but also 
emerge from the transformation and globalization processes. Those now excluded 
probably will remain excluded after EU accession. Those excluded will not be able to 
use advantages of EU membership fully.”73 This prediction turned out to be true. 

Structural changes in the economy and deindustrialisation
As a result of harmonising its legislation and dismantling market protection bar-

riers Latvia opened its economy to foreign investors, who took over privatised state 
property, and to foreign products and services. The conditions attached to foreign 
finan cial aid were not dictatorial, but financing was granted to achieve specific goals 
and its use was monitored. With the contraction of local manufacturing and as a con-
sequence of privatisation foreign financial inflows rapidly became the major source of 
finance for development and the state quickly lost control of its development policies. 
Financial inflow rather than national policies determined which sectors of the econ-
omy were worthwhile and which were not, and the structure of the economy altered 
significantly (Fig. 7).74 

The weight of the manufacturing sector in terms of the gross added value has de-
clined, while the services sector contribution has increased substantially (from 1995 
onwards it exceeds 60% of GDP). After the economic downturn of 2008–2009, there 
were some changes in the sectorial structure — the share of “toxic” sectors diminished 
slightly, but nevertheless it remained high. The second wave of the global financial cri-
sis occurred in mid-2011, the situation in foreign markets worsened drastically and 
the share in GDP of industry again declined.

71 Fidrmuc, J., Klein, C., Price, R., Wörgötter, A. Slovakia: a Catching up Euro Area Member in and Out of the 
Crisis. Paris: OECD, Economics Department, 2013 (OECD Economics Department working papers 1019). 
Accessible at: http://ftp.iza.org/pp55.pdf

72 Guļāns, P. Ekonomiskās politikas problēmas iesniegumos valsts institūcijām un to atbildēs (2002–2013). Rīga: 
Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas Ekonomikas institūts, 2014, 237. lpp.

73 Lejins, A. The Baltic States: the Political and Social Dimensions. Winners and Losers of EU Integration. Policy 
Issues for Central and Eastern Europe. Ed. H. Tang. Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 2000, pp. 82–97. 

74 Here and henceforward statistical data can only partially be compared due to a change of the statistical clas-
sification system from NACE Rev. 1,1 to NACE Rev 2; the historical data of the CSB for the period 1990–
1994 has been used, while data for 1995 onwards was recalculated by the CSB to take account of changes in 
sectorial classification. 
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The time evolution of gross domestic product of Latvia and certain selected coun-
tries from 1991 onwards is shown in Figure 1: development in Latvia is characterised 
by abrupt substantial changes — the deepest fall and the greatest climb. This demon-
strates a high degree of sensitivity of the economy to external and internal factors.

The stability of an economy is constituted by an adequately large share of manu-
facturing, of which the most important part is the manufacturing industry. According 
to Eurostat, the share of the manufacturing industry in 24% of NUTS-3 regions ex-
ceeded 30% in 2012 and 201375, and in 33% of such regions, it was 20–30%. The great-
est share of the manufacturing industry was found in Southern Germany, the Czech 
Republic, Poland, Slovakia, Austria, Hungary, and Slovenia. These regions are charac-
terised by economic stability (see, for example, the dynamics of Polish GDP as shown 
in Fig. 1). At the time of this analysis there was a large share of industry in the GDP in 
Bulgaria and Rumania. The analysis notes, in particular, that there were only four 
countries, including Latvia where there was no region whose industrial contribution 

75 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/7029602/1-09102015-AP-EN.pdf/9bceff3c-0a06-484d-
9bd 2-d7ea86 f8fd06
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Source: CSB.

was more than 30% to GDP (Latvia is a single NUTS 3 region). Development of indus-
try is one of the problematic issues for the long-term development of the economy in 
Latvia. 

According to data published by the CSB, the total share of industry does not ex-
ceed 20% of the gross added value in Latvia (see Fig. 8), the share of the manufacturing 
industry does not exceed 15%. The total share of industry is greater as it is constituted 
in addition by the mining industry, production and supply of electrical power, gas and 
water.

Total industrial production by sector for 1995 and 2004, as compared with 1990, is 
shown in Figure 9.

Figure 9 clearly shows the impact on industry in Latvia during the first years of 
change — in 1995, production levels were only exceeded with respect to those of 1990 
in the sector of wood and production of wood products and also in publishing and 
printing sector. In all other sectors industrial production ranged between 7.9% and 
64.7% of 1990 levels. In 2004, output in only four sectors had reached 1990 levels and 
the structure of industrial sectors had changed. The share of industry in the overall 
added value of the economy rapidly declined. In 2006, at a time when the manufactur-
ing industry had reached its highest added value indicators over the period 2000–2013, 
its share was only 11.8%, while in 2008 it was 10.6%.

Due to transition from the NACE Rev. 1.1 statistics classification system to the 
NACE Rev. 2 system and using fixed 2010 prices, it is not possible to have a direct 
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Fig. 9. Total industrial production by sector (relative prices; 1990 = 100)
Source: CSB.
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comparison of performance in later years with that of 1990, but comparisons can be 
made based on the situation in 2000. 

In 2013, total industrial output using fixed 2010 prices exceeded the output in 2000 
by 31% (by 10% in the mining industry, and 29% in the manufacturing industry, by 
17% in the supply of electrical power, and by 23% in water supply). Increases were noted 
in 12 out of 18 sectors under consideration (see Fig. 10). The greatest increases have 
been recorded in sectors with relatively small-scale activity. Some of these sectors have 
good potential for innovations and development. It must be noted that the relatively 
high rate of increase in isolated years may be due to an advantageous order or a coinci-
dence of circumstances. For example, in the sector “Manufacture of coke and refined 
petroleum products” a GDP contribution in fixed prices is noted from 2010 onwards 
and during this time it has risen from 314 thousand EUR to 1.7 million EUR in 2013.

Figures 11 and 12 show the time evolution of industrial sectors (in fixed 2010 
prices) since 2000 in order to gain insight into the long-term development of industry 
and effects of implemented policies. Figure 11 shows that the manufacturing industry 
is sensitive to crises to a greater extent than, for example, the production and supply of 
electrical power, gas, and water. We may conclude that in its current form this sector is 
not suitable to act as a stabilising factor for the economy. 

The intent of Figure 12 is to demonstrate the development trend of sectors of the 
manufacturing industry. It is evident from this figure that the global financial crisis 
has affected all of the largest sectors, but for two of these — the food industry and the 
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Fig. 10. Industrial production output (thousand EUR in constant 2010 prices) and changes in 2013 compared 
with 2000 (%)
Source: CSB.

textile industry — the downturn continues. Furthermore, the textile industry has con-
tracted to become a small industrial sector. Both sectors have suffered from the restric-
tions implemented by the EU on the market in Russia, which began in 2014. In the 
context of contraction of the major sectors, the contribution of the minor sectors has 
increased (excluding the textile industry) to the gross added value of the manufactur-
ing industry from 33% in 2000 to 54% in 2013.

While the structure of the manufacturing industry is undergoing change, no 
greater diversification of the larger sectors has presently been achieved. On the con-
trary — only two industrial sectors may be considered as the principal ones — food 
production and wood working (except furniture manufacture). The metalworking sec-
tor (except machinery and equipment) (see Fig. 10) is approaching the latter sectors. 
None of these sectors may be described as a high-technology sector or sector which 
produces high added value goods. 

The importance of industry to Latvia is clearly understood and a number of 
mechanisms have been established to enlarge this sector of the economy. In 2004, the 
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Fig. 11. Evolution of the gross added value of the manufacturing industry, electrical power and gas supply and 
water supply sectors (thousand EUR)
Source: CSB.

Fig. 12. Industrial output (thousand EUR, in constant 2010 prices) in 2000–2013
Source: CSB database. 
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Ministry of Economics developed the Industrial Development Guidelines of  Latvia 
(2004–2013).76 In 2013, National Guidelines for Industrial Policy 2014–202077 were 
adopted which in contrast to the previous guidelines associated industrial develop-
ment with innovation and set out tangible measurable goals for industrial develop-
ment. In 2013, Guidelines for the Development, Science, Technology and Innovation 
2014–202078 were adopted which are principally oriented towards industrial develop-
ment based on innovation. These guidelines encompass the Smart Specialisation 
Strategy which allows for support from EU Structural Funds for the 2014–2020 plan-
ning period. The intent of the latter is to support transformation of the economy to 
increase contribution from sectors with high added value, largely from industrial 
 sectors. 

Implementation of the aforementioned strategy is in three directions: a change in 
the structure of manufacturing and export in traditional economic sectors; future 
growth sectors which offer products and services with high added value; sectors with a 
significant horizontal effect and investment in transformation of the economy.

The seven growth priorities listed in the strategy are traditional ones: more effec-
tive use of primary products in traditional sectors, search for new products and ser-
vices in sectors with high added value and five priorities for sectors with a significant 
horizontal impact (increase energy efficiency, wider use of ICT, improvements in the 
educational system, raise science and research capabilities, technology development 
and innovation, balanced regional development). 

The decline of the importance of industry to national economy is usually explained 
as post-industrial development. The concept “post-industrial” designates an economy 
at a stage of social development where the decline of the relative share of industry in 
the economy is replaced by a rise in the share taken by services, information, and re-
search. The post-industrial concept does not exclude industry but indicates that indus-
try is not the principal source of prosperity. In order that this shift might take place — 
the change in the structure of the economy, as foreseen by the concept of post-industrial 
development, the rate of development of high-added value services needs to be faster 
than the development of other sectors. 

The services sector in Latvia contains few components offering high added-value 
services (Fig. 13). 

Detailed analysis of the services sector shows that the share of creative and public 
services (education, health care) has decreased as has the share of profitable transport 
services — in comparison with the situation in 1990. The share has gone up of simple 
services (sales) and a large increase in “dealing in real estate”, and furthermore the 

76 See http://m.likumi.lv/doc.php?id=84893; in English, at https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/11868706.pdf.
77 These have been supported by a decision of the Cabinet of Ministers, of 28.06.2013, Nr. 282, see, http://

polsis.mk.gov.lv/api/file/file34402.doc
78 See the Cabinet Decision: Par Zinātnes, tehnoloģijas attīstības un inovācijas pamatnostādnēm 2014.–

2020.  gadam: MK rīkojums Nr. 685. Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 253, 2013. Accessible at: http://likumi.lv/ta/
id/263464-par-zinatnes-tehnologijas-attistibas-un-inovacijas-pamatnostadnem-2014-2020-gadam (informa-
tive part). 
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Fig. 13. Structure of the services sector by gross added value 1995–2014 (%)
Source: CSB. Calculations based on constant 2010 prices.

share of the latter has not decreased as a result of the crisis. The contribution of the 
 financial sector to GDP has not significantly increased, the rapid rise in financial re-
source inflow from 2003 onwards notwithstanding, and corresponds to a sector which 
provides infrastructural services only. The finance sector retains unused considerable 
potential. Despite the attention paid to it, the information and communications sector 
shows little evidence for progress. 

Market access
There are many reasons for the change in the structure of the economy and de-in-

dustrialisation of the state. One reason — the influence of foreign financing — has al-
ready been mentioned. Change in the structure of economic sectors was determined 
by market accessibility, change in the direction of foreign trade, asymmetry of infor-
mation in the accessible markets, privatisation, instability in the economy due to the 
rapid implementation of reform, and state aid policies. 

It has already been mentioned that internal demand decreased after the recovery 
of independence, and furthermore the market in the CIS collapsed. 

The share of trade between Latvia and the CIS countries has decreased since 1990 
(see Fig. 14). From 2005 onwards, these trade volumes increased slightly, but again de-
creased in 2009. The volume of exports and imports of EU countries over the time pe-
riod to the year 2000 rapidly increased, but after 2001 this volume has stabilised at 
70–80% of the total volume of trade.
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It is evident from Figures 14 and 15 that export and import volumes with respect to 
EU countries have grown rapidly as has their share in total foreign trade. Up until 1990, 
the national economy was specialised and tailored to a particular market. Products on 
offer and the competitiveness of manufacturers proved to be inadequate under open 
market conditions. The new markets offered the technologies suitable for modernisa-
tion and quality consumer products, resulting in a rise in imports. With the exception 
of the crisis years, imports grew faster than exports, and since 1995, import volumes 
exceed export volume, in some years approaching double the total volume of exports. 

Fragmentation of the economy
Changes in the structure of gross domestic product and deindustralization of 

Latvan economy were facilitated by changing structure (scattering) of producers. In-
dustrial manufacturing is effective when undertaken on a large scale, but in Latvia the 
number of large manufacturing entities rapidly decreased in their numbers and im-
portance. Incompatibility of their production in the markets of developed countries, 
which was the target of Latvian manufacturers, was exacerbated by the privatisation 
process which led to collapse of large enterprises. 

Large enterprises were subdivided into smaller units during the process of privati-
sation thus disrupting the established manufacturing system. The majority of the large 
privatised enterprises failed. Only a few privatised entities have survived. In a very few 
cases selling the privatised enterprise to a foreign buyer at the beginning of the 1990s 
or after accession to the European Union ensured survival of the enterprise — in the 
majority of cases enterprises have failed partially or in whole.79 

Table
Distribution by size of groups of economically active enterprises*

  2005 2008 2010 2012
Market sector, thousand 109 193 128 437 135 967 151 772
Micro enterprises, thousand 95 879 113 008 123 924 138 841
 % of the market sector 87.8 88.0 91.1 91.5
Mini enterprises, thousand 10 832 12 482 9732 10 448
 % of the market sector 9.9 9.7 7.2 6.9
Average-sized enterprises, thousand 2125 2546 1956 2083
 % of the market sector 1.9 2.0 1.4 1.4
Large enterprises, thousand 357 401 355 400
 % of the market sector 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3

* Statistical units for the market sector: self-employed individuals, individual commercial operators, commer-
cial enterprises, farms and fishermen’s farms. Statistical units extra-market sectors: funds, foundations and 
associations, state budget supported bodies, local government budget supported bodies.
Source: CSB.

79 Karnīte, R. Origins of a Knowledge-Based Society in Latvia. Humanities and Social Sciences: Latvia, Vol. 17, 
2009, pp. 250–287.
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National economic policy, which was oriented towards the development of small 
and medium enterprises led to fragmentation of the economy. In 2012, 98.4% of all 
economically active market units were microenterprises and small enterprises, and 
93% of this total were microenterprises. 

Before 1990, only a few large enterprises had been active in all sectors of the econ-
omy, in particular, in those where size determines competitiveness (for example, in 
mechanical engineering, and in the production of medicines); by 2013, many micro-
enterprises and small enterprises had been established. 

Small companies were considered to be an effective supporting part of the econ-
omy. Special support programmes were implemented to further their development and 
these companies were given preference in EU Structural Fund programmes. Never-
theless, the viability of small enterprises was variable. According to Company Register 
data, compiled by SIA “Lursoft”,80 the number of new companies being registered in 
2015 had decreased and the number of liquidated enterprises had increased. Of all 
companies registered during 2015, 8060, or 60%, were limited liability companies (SIA) 
with reduced equity capital (microenterprises),81 out of these the capital stock for 62% 
was less than or equal to 10 EUR. This study by “Lursoft” reveals additional facts which 
give insight into the long-term sustainability of enterprises in Latvia. During 2015, 
similar to what had happened previously, most of the liquidated companies had previ-
ously worked in the retail trade or construction sector. Out of more than 10 thousand 
liquidated companies, only 150 former owners registered new companies. 

The dynamics of life of companies reveals that creation and extinction of compa-
nies is linked to the availability of financing by EU structural funds. The largest 
number of enterprises was created in 2006 and 2007, at a time when the second EU 
structural fund programme began its activities, in 2010 and 2011, when the micro-
enterprises support programme was adopted, and when in September 2010 tax regula-
tions were introduced for macro enterprises. The largest number of companies were 
liquidated in 2007, 2010, and in 2015, when there was a pause set in for disbursement 
of EU structure funds. In 2015, the equity capital of 36% of companies with reduced 
capital was 1 EUR, for 26% enterprises this capital was 2–10 EUR, for 17%, 11–
100 EUR, for 10%, 101–1000 EUR, and for 11% — 1001–2000 EUR. Specialists con-
sider that the reason for this wave of liquidations is related to the fall in the number of 
residents, and the attendant labour shortages as well as fall in demand and unforeseen 
changes in taxation regulations. 

Balance of payments and the public debt
The excess of import over export has affected the balance of payments of Latvia 

and the magnitude of the foreign debt. 82

The Latvian trade balance which was positive until 1994, degraded thereafter (see 
Fig. 16). In 2006, short before crisis, the foreign trade balance was such that the im-

80 Ķirsons, M. Izšķīst arī neaktīvo uzņēmumu slānis. Dienas Bizness, Nr. 5, 2016, 4. lpp.
81 Microenterprises are entities whose capital stock is smaller than the minimum equity capital (2000 EUR) set 

out in the Commercial Law of Latvia.
82 
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ports exceeded exports by the amount that has almost reached the amount of exports. 
In foreign trade the balance consisted of imports exceeding exports in trade with EU 
countries. The negative balance of trade with EU countries was partially offset by EU 
pre-accession funds, technical assistance programmes, research programmes, and EU 
structural funds. 

For Latvia the balance of payments contribution to the current account was posi-
tive until 199483 — this resulted from a positive balance of payments in the services 
sector. After 1994, the effect on the current account of a negative balance of payments 
was compensated by direct foreign investments; however, from 2009 onwards, the ef-
fect on the current account has been negative and the mechanism for compensating 
for the negative balance of payments has become unstable (see Fig. 16).84 

82 Annual data is available only through 2010. 
83 Latvijas makroekonomiskie rādītāji: statistikas biļetens. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Valsts statistikas komiteja, 

1996, 54. lpp. 
84 Bērziņš, J. Latvia and the Knowledge Society: Development, Underdevelopment and Macroeconomic Per-

formance. Humanities and Social Sciences: Latvia, No. 1, 2009, pp. 42–68; Bērziņš, J. Political Aspects of 
the Knowledge Society in Latvia: Neoliberalism, Schumpeterian Democracy and Populism. Humanities and 
Social Sciences: Latvia, Vol. 17, 2009, pp. 529–539. 

Fig. 16. Latvian balance of payments — current account, components of the current account and compensation 
for a negative balance of payments82

Source: The Bank of Latvia.
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The balance of payments characterises the financial status (savings) of the eco-
nomy in Latvia and in the rest of the world — the capacity to make foreign investments 
or the necessity to take out loans. An enduring negative balance of payments affects 
the monetary and finance system. Theoretically a prolonged period of excessive im-
balance of payments — independent whether positive or negative — testifies to macro-
economic instability, which is in contradiction with the financial resources (invest-
ments) for sustainable development. Therefore, the balance of payments deficit is one 
of the World Bank’s indicators of development, which characterises the long-term sus-
tainability of an economy.85 

Persistent deficits mean that the existing foreign relations model or the monetary 
policy sooner or later will have to be changed. This usually is done by means of three 
different activities: savings are stimulated, the real effective currency rate of exchange 
is devalued, or existing foreign assets re-evaluated. If the national financial market is 
not well-developed, a persistent current account deficit in combination with other un-
favourable circumstances may induce sudden flight of international capital. 

A deficit in the balance of payments is related to indicators such as change in in-
ternational currency reserves, import capacity, ability to finance the external debt. In a 
stable financial system the magnitude of the current account ought to be roughly equal 
to the value of the financial and capital account. In other words a current account defi-
cit does not harm the economy if it is possible to finance it from foreign non-financial 
and financial investments, or from reserve assets. 

Today there is debate about the negative consequences of persistent balance of 
payments deficits. The supporters of Modern Monetary Theory (MMT)86 consider 
that the principal task of a national government is to ensure the well-being of their 
people and to implement such an economic policy that ensures the maximum possible 
productivity of the economic system, sustainable development, a low unemployment 
rate, growth in the real remuneration for labour, and inclusive social policies. In order 
to be able to fulfil this function the government must not be subject to external finan-
cial restrictions, including the possibility of obtaining additional financial resources 
through external trade, or through foreign loans. Supporters of this theory explain the 
excess of imports over exports as the possibility of the residents of the importing state 
to gain additional benefits which are created by the state which wishes to accumulate 
the currency of the importing state. Exports are considered to be losses — part of na-
tional production is “given” to the residents of another state. 

According to this theory a current account deficit is not dangerous as long as it is 
possible to obtain resources to deal with it, usually by borrowing. In this way a deficit 
in the balance of payments is linked to the external debt of a state and servicing of the 
borrowed amounts. According to the MMT both the current account deficit, and the 
national external debt (extent and duration) are unimportant if the government may 

85 Current Account Deficit as percent of GDP. Accessible at: http://www.imf.org/external/np/sta/, or, www/
worldbank. org/data 

86 For example, Mitchell, B. Do current account deficits matter? Accessible at: http://bilbo.economicoutlook.
net/blog/?p =10389; Ghosh, A., Ramakrishan, U. Current Account Deficits: Is There a Problem? Finance and 
Development, 2012. Accessible at: .http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/basics/current.htm
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freely adjust its national currency rate (to devaluate it) and demonstrate the ability to 
repay the debt by improving its economic performance. For example, Bill Mitchell has 
shown87 that, under conditions of a fixed rate of exchange, development possibilities 
are restricted, or fully lost, if for some reason a deficit has formed in the balance of 
payments. 

The significance of a current account deficit for a country with a fixed currency 
exchange rate depends on the magnitude of its foreign debt (borrowing capacity), and 
if the borrowed money is used by the state for investments whose effect is to produce 
products with marginal value that exceeds the interest rate which the state has to pay 
on its debts. In other words the state must wish and must be able to create a current 
account surplus in order to repay the debt incurred in covering the current account 
deficit. If this proves impossible, the debt burden increases, the possibilities to borrow 
and the inflow of investment decrease, and economic development falters. 

Atish Ghosh and Uma Ramakrishnan88 compiled the results of empirical studies 
and the work of other researchers and have come up with a list of the factors which re-
sult in making it difficult for a state to repay its debts. These are: unrealistically over-
valued national currency rate, insufficient foreign reserves, too rapid a rise in internal 
credit, unfavourable market conditions, slow economic growth in partner countries, 
higher interest rates in the developed countries, financial situation of businesses (great 
part of assets in the currency of unstable states, short-term liabilities exceed short-term 
assets or the medium-term and long-term assets exceed their liabilities), details of 
capital flows (foreign equities and bonds), security of the financial sector, if banks ex-
tend risky credits domestically relying on loans taken out abroad. 

These authors made the observation that the risk of defaulting on debts is lower in 
cases where the currency exchange rate is flexible, with an open economy, diversified 
export, an understandable and open fiscal and monetary policy, and a well-developed 
financial sector. 

The deficit run by Latvia in its current account from 2009 onwards is greater than 
the sum of the capital and financial accounts, and there is no hint that this has been 
due to imprecise or erroneous accounting.89 Although the balance of payments for 
Latvia was negative without any compensation Latvia had managed up until the 2008 
crisis to sustain a stable monetary and financial system — a stable currency, low infla-
tion, a relatively low level of budget deficit, and low external debt. On the one hand, 
this was evidence for a high level of financial discipline, but on the other, a very strin-
gent and ruthless fiscal and monetary policy, one which produced a hidden negative 
influence on the foundations of the economy. As noted by Aldis Austers,90 Latvia was a 
state with a low budget in terms of its GDP (“small government”), which was further 
reduced, following pressure by the social partners, before the crisis and subsequent 
period of austerity measures. 

87 Mitchell, B. Do current account deficits matter? 
88 Ghosh, A., Ramakrishnan, U. Current Account Deficits: Is There a Problem? 
89 An error might be permissible as there is an opinion that it is almost impossible to obtain information 

needed to determine the capital and financial accounts. 
90 Austers, A. Latvia’s Controversial “Success Story”, p. 17. 
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In Latvia “small government” meant a frugal social and state investment policy, 
which was compensated by taking out individual loans. Low wages in the state sector 
encouraged low wages in the private sector which produced low purchasing power and 
demand in the internal market. Low wages meant a retarded individual consumption 
which was realised through borrowed resources as soon as this became available. As 
has already been noted previously, the Latvian public debt was low, but the debt of in-
dividuals and business was high (see Fig. 5). Given that local manufacturing capacity 
was inadequate to meet this released consumer demand, imports rose and the balance 
of payments deteriorated. Foreign investment came into Latvia cautiously, and in sec-
tors where these investments gave quick profits. 

A policy insisting on a fixed exchange rate was sustained in Latvia from 1994 on-
wards. The question of whether this policy was appropriate for Latvia was raised seve-
ral times, but Latvijas Banka was able to deflect all suggestions of adopting a more 
flexible exchange rate. During the crisis recovery, internal currency devaluation was 
implemented in lieu of an external currency devaluation — which meant an even more 
stringent austerity regime. 

Hans Werner Sinn91 demonstrates that state insolvency (renouncing its debts), 
leaving the Eurozone, followed by devaluation of the national currency would have 
saved Greece from its debt burden and stimulated its recovery from the crisis. He re-
fers to a study of 71 currency crises from 1980 onwards, when devaluation of the na-
tional currency allowed recovering development rather soon thereafter. The argument 
that a country which declares insolvency loses access to the world financial market is 
correct, but unimportant as such a state requires no additional financial resources. 
Currency devaluation makes exports more valuable and stimulates demand for locally 
manufactured goods, such that the state rapidly recovers access to the international 
finan cial market. 

It was in the face of these assumptions that Latvia decided at the height of the cri-
sis to join the Eurozone, in this way renouncing completely recourse to monetary po-
licy as an instrument for crisis management. Nevertheless, positive growth indicators 
were achieved quickly. It is possible that a longer period of observation is necessary to 
understand how Latvia was able to implement a policy which was theoretically inap-
propriate, but which was justified from a practical point of view, and what are the 
long-term consequences of ignoring theoretical precepts. 

National energy policy
Energy prices and security of supply are important both to business and to house-

holds. 
In the field of energy Latvia possesses two significant resources — hydroelectric 

power stations which generate electricity production from a renewal energy resource 
(to meet approximately 40% of the total electrical energy needs), and underground 

91 Sinn, H.-W. Ifo Viewpoint No. 169: why “Grexit” Could Be Good for Greece. Munich, 9 July 2015. Munich: 
Leibniz Institute for Economic Research of the University of Munich, 2015. Accessible at: https://www.
cesifo-group.de/ifoHome/policy/Viewpoints/Standpunkte-Archiv/stp-2015/Ifo-Viewpoint-No--169.html
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gas-storage facilities, of which one, at Inčukalns, has been developed and is used to 
store natural gas for use during the winter period. 

Latvia lacks sufficient energy resources of its own and is compelled to import elec-
trical energy, oil products, and natural gas. As a member state of the European Union 
Latvia has had to comply with the EU Common Energy Policy. The three key features 
of the latter are: reduction of carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, reduction in the costs of 
energy resources, and ensuring security of supply. Market liberalisation for energy re-
sources is mandatory, as is an increase in the security of supply through diversification 
of the sources of energy. 

In Latvia the state monopoly company “Latvenergo” provided electricity up until 
2004. In 2000, the government decided to privatise this undertaking, but opposition in 
the Saeima was able to gather sufficient number of signatures to force holding a re-
ferendum which prevented privatisation of “Latvenergo”. In 2004, the company was 
restructured, the electricity generation segment separated from the transmission part. 
From 1 July 2007, the electricity market has been open to an unrestricted number of 
electricity suppliers. Electricity transmission functions are provided by a daughter 
company of “Latvenergo” — the state enterprise, AS “Sadales tīkli”. Despite “Latv-
energo” continuing to be the dominant supplier of electrical power, the electricity 
market is considered to have been liberalised. 

Up until 2016, the market in Latvia for natural gas was monopolised by the under-
taking AS “Latvijas Gāze”. This company carried out all functions related to the distri-
bution of natural gas: the import of natural gas, its transport, storage, distribution, and 
sale. The enterprise owned the infrastructure for use of the underground storage facil-
ity at Inčukalns, as well as the rights to use the geological structure without paying any 
fees. During the summer months the storage facility is filled with natural gas which is 
then pumped out during the heating season; gas from this facility is distributed 
throughout Estonia, North-west Russia, and Lithuania. Privatisation of “Latvijas Gāze” 
took place between 1997 and 2002, and the following entities becoming shareholders: 
“E.ON Ruhrgas International AG”, AAS “Gazprom”, and SIA “ITERA Latvija”. The 
agreement on privatisation guaranteed monopoly rights in the natural gas market to 
the enterprise through to 2017. In March 2014, “E.ON Ruhrgas” announced that it was 
leaving the natural gas market in Latvia.

Serious debate has taken place in Latvia from 2014 onwards concerning opening 
the natural gas market of Latvia, to an extent which would comply with EU gas market 
policy. Formally market opening is hindered by the agreement concluded with the 
shareholders at the time of privatisation. Breaking this contract would result in legal 
proceedings instigated by “Gazprom” against the state of Latvia. Defenders of market 
opening point to continuation of honouring the contract with shareholders opens the 
possibility of court action being brought against Latvia for failure to comply with EU 
directives.

The principal argument in favour of immediate opening of the natural gas market 
is the assertion that it is necessary to terminate energy dependence on Russia, and to 
join a market which offers lower prices, in particular, gas supplies from Lithuania and 
liquid natural gas supplied from Norway and the USA. These arguments used to justify 
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demands for immediate opening of the market are advanced by representatives of the 
European Commission and Members from Latvia of the European Parliament. 

The principal counter-argument is a lack of will to break an international invest-
ment agreement, moreover, just before the end of its term of validity, as well as lack of 
clarity about the quantities delivered, prices, and the sustainability of the conditions 
offered. Published data suggest that the option offered by Lithuania based on liquefied 
natural gas is twice as costly as that of natural gas delivered by pipeline to Latvia. 

Opening of the natural gas market is desirable both from the point of view of 
greater security of supply as well as lower prices. Nevertheless, market opening must 
not be associated with interruption of supply from Russia, in particular since this is 
not a step contemplated by the EU. From an analysis in 2013 of price fluctuations and 
relative share of domestic gas markets, Philipp Offenberg concluded92 that the gas 
price charged by Russia depends on the fraction that Russian-supplied gas occupies in 
relation to total gas use. In other words, as the market is more liberal, so it is possible 
to achieve lower prices. However, the figure that accompanies this conclusion only 
partially substantiates it. For example, in France the share of the domestic gas market 
by supplies from Russia does not exceed 20% of the total used, but the price is almost 
as high as in the case of Latvia, where Russia is the sole supplier. For Greece the Rus-
sian-supplied share of its total domestic gas consumed is one-half of that for Latvia, 
but the price is higher. In the figure published it is seen that in 2013 the price for sup-
ply of natural gas to Latvia was slightly higher than in Austria, Finland, France, and 
Hungary, higher than in Germany, and, in particular, than in the Netherlands and the 
United Kingdom, where the price of gas from Russia is very low and its share in total 
domestic use is below 10% and 20%, respectively. Natural gas prices in Latvia are con-
siderably lower than in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Greece, Lithuania, 
Poland, and Slovenia, and somewhat lower than in Estonia, Italy, Rumania, and Slova-
kia. The prices charged for supply to Lithuania was reduced in 2014, but nevertheless 
was higher than for Latvia. 

Price differences may be explained by “Gazprom” deciding different prices de-
pending on the policy of the undertaking or of the official Russian policy vis-à-vis the 
receiving country. It is for this reason that the EU suggests breaking with bi-lateral 
supply agreements with Russia and offers supply from the EU market where the prin-
cipal supplier would still be Russia. The supply contract for delivery of natural gas has 
been concluded with Russia until 2022, and it is likely that it will be renewed. 

Furthermore. the EU market is not an abstract concept — it consists of the markets 
of several EU countries. At the time of the reorganisation of “Latvijas Gāze” it appeared 
that the Baltic States were to be provided with gas from Germany, which in turn re-
ceives gas from Russia via the “Nord Stream 1” and the planned “Nord Stream 2” net-
work. Property rights to these networks are unclear from the stand point of the EU 
Single Market, and for the moment these do not respect either EU or German gas 

92 Offenberg, Ph. The European Neighbourhood and the EU’s security of supply with natural gas. Policy paper 
No. 156. Berlin: Jacques Delors Institut, 15. January 2016, p. 7. Accessible at: http://www.delorsinstitut.de/
en/publications/enp-and-the-eus-security-of-supply-with-natural-gas/
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market regulations. In other words, the alternative is supply with intermediary transit 
via several EU countries, or relying on liquefied natural gas, which are recognised as 
being expensive. The complexity of supply is foreseen to be compensated by increased 
security of supply and lower prices, but neither of these promises is firm. Greater secu-
rity of supply would result were the primary supplier be changed, but this is not hap-
pening. Additional supply is foreseen via gas supply networks to be built in the south. 
The first segment of the southern supply route is the segment Azerbaijan–Turkey 
planned for 2019, but this is only part of the entire future network. This project is 
moving forward with considerable overall difficulties and many issues are unclear. The 
USA desires entering the European gas market as a supplier, but while the Russian ca-
pacity for gas supply exceeds demand gas from other sources is not competitive. Gas 
supply is made more expensive by transport and intermediary costs which are con-
siderable. Offenberg93 suggests that Ukraine earns approximately 2 billion USD annu-
ally from the transit of gas through its territory to EU countries. 

The most advantageous situation for Latvia would be to retain the gas pipeline 
connection with Russia and take advantage of its natural gas storage capacity and con-
nection to the EU unified gas market to offer its services for gas storage. Storage capac-
ity for natural gas is included in EU plans to raise the security of supply, but the extent 
of storage capacity services is at present underdeveloped. Presently Latvia is not part of 
the gas transit corridors between Russia and the EU. It is known that the EU has no 
long-term plans for the transit corridor via Ukraine, which is physically dated. Re-
newal of this corridor would require investments of the order of 3 billion USD which 
Ukraine lacks.94 It is intended that the Ukrainian transit corridor to the EU would be 
supplanted by the “Nord Stream” system, while Ukraine would receive gas from a uni-
fied EU gas distribution system. This example shows that EU countries also wish to 
receive supplies of natural gas without intermediaries, and, secondly, that integration 
of a national transport system into profitable markets cannot happen without active 
state participation. 

Conclusion

Gains and losses have marked the 25 years of the period of restored independence 
in Latvia. Latvia has weathered several crises since 1990, periods of rapid development 
and others of economic downturn, but the overall trend for economic development 
has been one of increase. The quality of life of the population has risen, but there are 
great disparities in income. Indicators of well-being for Latvia are among the lowest in 
the countries of the European Union, and this is due to incomplete exploitation of eco-
nomic opportunities. In looking back over the path taken up to now the question al-
ways arises — could things have happened otherwise? Analysis of the past is useful in 

93 Offenberg, Ph. The European Neighbourhood and the EU’s security of supply with natural gas. Policy paper 
No. 156. Berlin: Jacques Delors Institut, 15. January 2016., p. 16.

94 Ibid., pp. 20–21.
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planning future development, but the past cannot be changed. It is, therefore, more 
important to understand how to deal in future with current serious problems. 

Studies and statistics definitively show that Latvia is lagging behind not only Esto-
nia and Lithuania but also almost all of the Central European states. This means that 
the national policies implemented so far have not been ideal and that it is desirable 
that they be corrected. Furthermore, statistics show that structural problems persist in 
Latvia even after the 2008 crisis. The renewal of economic growth at the end of 2010 
was more related to an improvement in economic development in the Northern Euro-
pean countries, which are the principal markets for Latvia, rather than due to essential 
improvements in the economy of Latvia. 

Suggestions are offered at the end of this article about possible resolution of stub-
born problems. Calculations supporting these recommendations were carried out with 
a macroeconomic forecasting model developed by the Centre for Economic Forecasts. 
In the previous sections we have ascertained that under the influence of the global 
finan cial crisis the most severe macroeconomic imbalances in Latvia have been exac-
erbated. Elimination of macroeconomic imbalances is not an easy task and there are 
no readily recommendations on how to go about doing so. Paul Krugman has at-
tempted to analyse the economic problems of Brazil and China using the diagram de-
vised by Trevor Swan in 1955; however, even he has had to replace concrete recom-
mendations with the conclusion that advice which helps one state may be harmful to 
another state. One classical recommendation to eliminate macroeconomic imbalance 
is to devalue the national currency. After joining the EU Monetary Union and adop-
tion of use of the Euro, Latvia has lost the right to emit notes. The right to emit Euro 
has been retained by the countries of the Eurozone acting as a community, but use of 
this instrument to resolve the macroeconomic problems of any one state can only be 
accidental — if the problem threatens the macroeconomic stability of several, if not all 
of the members of the Eurozone. 

Therefore, the only way for Latvia to eliminate macroeconomic imbalances is with 
the help of productive investments, to ensure effective manufacture of goods and pro-
vision of services, to be sold locally and, in particular, on foreign markets. 

The classical approach to manufacturing requires a labour force, access to capital 
and technologies. 

The calculations proceeded under the assumption that investment resources 
would not limit development of the economy. Approximately one quarter of the Lat-
vian GDP is allocated to gross fixed capital formation.95 This amount is not small in a 
relative sense but it is small in absolute terms since the Latvian GDP is one of the 
smallest GDPs in the EU (Eurostat). However, if there is a desire to use available finan-
cial resources in a rational manner, the financing possibilities for Latvia are extensive 
and varied. Furthermore, excessive investment may produce the opposite effect to 
what is sought. For example, in China investment over 2008–2009 was 50% of GDP,96 
but this only briefly stimulated growth, and led to excess capacity — empty apart-

95 CSB database. 
96 Chen, W., Dollar, D., Tang, H. Investment renaissance. Finance and Development, No. 4, 2015, p. 34. Accessi-

ble at: http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2015/12/chen.htm 
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ments, idle industrial capacity, and underused infrastructure. Currently China is 
changing its policy from investment-led growth to growth resulting from productivity 
gains and increased consumer demand. The Chinese are looking for investment op-
portunities abroad in order to use their free finance resources — their outward foreign 
investment now exceeds domestic investment. 

The effectiveness of investments in Latvia has never been measured. Judging by 
investment practices we may conclude that the use of EU structural funds has been 
hampered by administrative lethargy, and in the bank sector — by a lack of good 
projects. Administrative practices need to be improved to overcome these problems 
and the economy needs to be strengthened using accessible resources.

In order to attract foreign investment it is necessary to explain and to implement 
national development policies, to curtail frequent changes in the legal framework for 
business, and to ensure an infrastructure adequate for daily life and for business opera-
tions (including accessibility of education and health care). Furthermore, it is neces-
sary to learn how to use policy instruments to guide foreign investment in economic 
sectors with a vital national interest, at the same time retaining control of valuable re-
sources and development directions. With further European integration we must be 
ready for the time when national frontiers will be completely absent for business activi-
ties. Under such a scenario those whose territories will contain large enterprises will 
be the winners, as well as their close neighbouring countries creating sustainable clus-
ters of economically advanced companies. This will promote development of small 
and medium enterprises, as well as the operation of banks. In other words, national 
policy towards foreign investment has to change character — from passive beneficiaries 
of outside investment to active organisers of investment. 

State policy is a catalyst which can promote economic development or hinder it in 
other sectors. 

The structure and dynamics of businesses show that the state-support policy im-
plemented in Latvia is not effective and needs to be changed. Data on enterprises col-
lected by Lursoft regarding the creation and dissolution of undertakings indicate that 
the aims of national policies are not being realised. Government policy is oriented to-
wards a uniform spatial distribution of resources over the country and the stimulation 
of development in regions lagging behind; however, in practice the largest number of 
enterprises are created, and the lowest number of these are dissolved, in regions where 
state aid is least given, or not given at all. For example, analysing the situation in the 
largest cities, it may be concluded from Lursoft that in 2015, like in previous years, the 
largest number of new enterprises were registered in Riga, Jūrmala, Daugavpils, Liepāja, 
and Jelgava, and the smallest number in Jēkabpils and Rēzekne. The number of busi-
nesses terminated exceeds the number of new businesses created in many of the nine 
largest cities (in Daugavpils, Jēkabpils, Rēzekne, and Ventspils). The number of enter-
prises created in territories of special support, outside of the larger cities, number very 
few annually. The study by Lursoft points to a concentration of companies around the 
capital city — in opposition to what state policy has sought to promote geographically.97 

97 Ķirsons, M. Izšķīst arī neaktīvo uzņēmumu slānis, 4. lpp.
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Disregarding persistent failures the state has not renounced this artificially maintained 
policy of equalisation. This policy has been preferentially supported in terms of access 
to EU structure funds, as well as national regional policy instruments (for example, the 
local government equalisation system). A more effective approach is to encourage busi-
ness in centres of economic activity, supporting not only small and medium enterprises, 
but also large undertakings, using regional policy instruments to promote clustering 
and useful synergy. 

The science, technology, and innovation policy has changed as of 2013. The goal 
of the Smart Specialisation Strategy adopted in 2014 is to concentrate resources in sec-
tors which could be the most productive, but it will be difficult to implement in a frag-
mented economy. 

It has been found through recourse to a forecasting model developed by the Cen-
tre for Economic Forecasts that availability of a suitable labour force will be the princi-
pal limitation on future economic development. Increased productivity can compen-
sate for a lower number of workers, but a progressive rise in well-being requires 
restructuring sectors over and above gains in productivity. By increasing the relative 
weight of sectors producing goods with high added value destined for export income 
and consumption will both rise. This will stimulate local production to satisfy local 
demand. 

Model calculations indicate that changes in the structure of any sector by means of 
raising productivity are a complex process and are slow to bring results. For this rea-
son, social issues will remain on future agenda of the government. 

About the author

Raita Karnīte (b. 1949) — Dr. oec., full member of the Latvian Academy of 
Sciences (LAS) and Chair of the Division of Social Sciences and Humanities 
of the LAS. Raita Karnīte is currently pursuing her professional work at a pri-
vate re search company, EPC, Ltd. which carries out studies supported by the 
EU and by Latvian national institutions over a wide range of economics topics: 
macro economic development, structural policies for the economy, development 
of certain sectors, social development, employment and working conditions. 
Managed more than 50 scientific investigations, including 25 international 
studies. Headed the group of researchers from Latvia for more than 12 years at 
the European Foundation for Improving Living and Working Conditions — a 
research net work and one which carries out studies financed by this Foundation. 



Pēteris Zvidriņš

THE POPULATION OF LATVIA

The purpose of this paper is to characterise the demographic development of Latvia after the re-
storation of independence. Analyses of population size, distribution, and composition, changes due 
to natural movement and migration, emphasising depopulation and the expected negative changes 
in the near to medium-term perspective are presented in the paper. Insight into the historical de-
velopment of population and also into demographic research during the period up to 1990 is also 
presented in order better to understand the current situation. Demographic patterns specific to the 
Latvian people are emphasised, as well as the passive attitude of different governments to deal with 
the demographic crisis and to promote survival of the Latvian people.

Keywords: population development, depopulation, fertility, mortality, family, emigration, immigra-
tion, Latvians, ageing, education, employment

Introduction

The goal of this paper is to present the evolution of the population of Latvia after 
the restoration of state independence. A brief summary is offered of the principal 
sources of information about, and past analyses of how the population of Latvia 
evolved up to 1990, including changes during the pre-war period of Latvian independ-
ence and during the period of Soviet occupation after the Second Word War. Total 
population numbers, spatial distribution, and change of demographic structure, as 
well as developments of demographic processes are analysed using census data, cur-
rent records of natural and migration changes in numbers, information from the Na-
tional Registry of Residents, Internet resources, relevant publications by various insti-
tutions and researchers, including those of the United Nations Organisation and 
Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the EU. Data provided by the Central Statistical 
 Bureau (CSB) of the Republic of Latvia form the basis for this paper.

A historical look at population records and associated studies 
in Latvia

Records of the population of the territory of Latvia made during the time of the 
Russian Empire were traditionally by governorate basis, in the form of counting souls. 
A census covering simultaneously the Baltic governorates, including Courland and 
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Vidzeme, was taken at the end of 1881, while during the All-Russia census of 1897 the 
number of inhabitants in Latgale, then part of Vitebsk Governorate (Gubernia), was 
recorded for the first time. Shortly before the outbreak of the First World War, the 
number of residents of Riga was recorded in 1913 (for the fourth time since Riga be-
came part of Tsarist Russia); hence, there is a more complete set of data available about 
the demographic evolution of the residents of Riga than is the case for other parts of 
Latvia. 

Preparations for a census were put in hand shortly after the proclamation of 
Latvian independence, with the first such census taking place in June 1920. A census 
was taken thereafter every five years (in 1925, 1930, and 1935), which demonstrates 
the great importance which national authorities attached to information about the 
total number of residents, their spatial distribution, composition, and movement 
within state borders. In updating this information Latvia ranked among the most dili-
gent states in the world. 

Four censuses were carried out in Latvia during the Soviet period: in 1959, 1970, 
1979, and 1989. Overall, the quality of information recorded on these occasions is sat-
isfactory, although Soviet statistical methods did not completely conform to categori-
sation and definitions recommended by international organisations. Furthermore, 
some of the data was presented for political ends. Data on the number of serving mili-
tary personnel and those working in the security services, together with their family 
members, and other special groups, was excluded from publically accessible statistical 
records.

Considerable problems are associated with studies of the post-war period since 
the first post-war census was taken in Latvia only in 1959, some 14 years after the end 
of the war, and 24 years after the previous one (in 1935). Moreover, rather little data 
was published from this census and the information is only marginally useful for study 
purposes. Data presented by the CSB concerning the natural increase of the popula-
tion, as well as the increase due to net migration during the second half of the 1940s, 
are substantially larger than the true increase in the total number of residents at that 
time, whereas the opposite is true for the 1950s1. This is indirect evidence for orders 
from Moscow to statisticians in Latvia to publish altered data so as to mask genocide 
being perpetrated against the Latvian people during the early stage of the Soviet occu-
pation period. It is credible that the total numbers of those who were killed during this 
time were only partly recorded. 

Practically no significant demography studies were carried out before the mid-19th 
century. Improvements in the methodology of these studies occurred from the 1860s 
onwards, these improvements occurring chiefly thanks to a need to understand 
changes due to development of capitalism. Members of the Latvian intelligentsia also 
began to study population issues. Investigations by Kārlis Balodis on population statis-
tics and demographic matters are particularly noteworthy. A study, of which he was 

1 Численность, состав, естественное и механическое движение населения Латвийской ССР:  (итоги 
Всесоюзной переписи населения на 15 янв. 1959 г.): статистический сборник. Рига: [ЦСУ при Совете 
Министров ЛатвССР], 1961, с. 29.
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the co-author with the statistician Ludvig Besser, The Mortality, Age Distribution and 
Longevity of Russian Orthodox Residents of Both Sexes Over the Period 1851–18902, was 
published in 1897 by the Russian Academy of Sciences; in 1898, this Academy awarded 
its Tolstoy Prize for the study.3 In 1899, K. Balodis was invited to give lectures at the 
University of Berlin following publication of his research on “Average Life Expectan-
cies in Urban and in Rural Environments”4, as well as on other statistics and political 
economy issues; from 1905 onwards, he held the post of full professor at this univer-
sity. He returned home in 1919 to start work at the University of Latvia. He was one of 
the first members of the International Union for the Scientific Study of Population 
when it was established in 1928. The Latvian Academy of Sciences (LAS) recognised 
his distinguished work and since 1994 it awards a prize named in his honour for out-
standing scientific achievement in national economy and demography.

The relevance of demographic issues during the inter-war period of Latvian inde-
pendence is reflected by publication of rather wide-ranging studies carried out during 
this time. Statisticians and demographers developed the concept of insufficient popu-
lation numbers and addressed the problem of a low birth rate, since this would lead to 
depopulation of the state. Nationalistic tendencies were evident in some of these publi-
cations. Oļģerts Piņķis, Rolands Freivalds, Vilmārs Salnītis, and others published their 
findings based on extensive studies. The scholarly works of Marģers Skujenieks, Prime 
Minister of Latvia who was also Chairman of the National Statistics Bureau, merit par-
ticular mention: Latvia. Country and People (1st edition in 1920, 3rd edition, 1927); 
Latvians Abroad and Other Peoples Resident in Latvia (1930); A Statistical Atlas of 
Latvia (1938), in addition to analyses of census data. 

The study of demographic problems in Soviet Latvia was at first the work princi-
pally of members of state statistics bodies. The Bureau of Sanitary Statistics of the 
Ministry of Health carried out a demographic study of the republic during the war 
years. The Institute of Economics of the Latvian SSR Academy of Sciences (AS) studied 
various demographic issues in the late 1940s and early 1950s, supplementing the ef-
forts of a number of statisticians and economists at the Latvian State University (LSU) 
(Ļevs Starodubskis, Eduards Šīrons, and others); nevertheless, none of these studies 
produced significant scientific findings. Demography studies were initiated during the 
second half of the 1960s. The first large-scale studies in Latvia were performed in 
1966–1968, highlighting several acute demographic problems, such as fertility, the 
large number of abortions, as well as reasons for the high divorce rate; during the 
1970s and 1980s, new studies were carried out of mortality, migration, nuptability, as 
well as other processes and aspects of the contemporary situation. 

The first brochure in the Latvian language about the residents of Latvia only ap-
peared in 1963, and consisted mostly of results from the 1959 census.5 A  comprehensive 

2 Бессер, Л., Баллод, К. Смертность, возрастной состав и долговечность православного народо-
населения обоего пола в России за 1851–1890 годы. Санкт-Петербург: Академия наук, 1897, 124 с. 

3 Балодис (Balodis), Баллод Карлис. Народонаселение: Энциклопедический словарь. Москва: Большая 
Рос сйская Энциклопедия, 1994, с. 18.; Zvidriņš, P. Kalējdēls ar pasaules vārdu: tautsaimniekam, statistiķim 
un demogrāfam Kārlim Balodim – 125: [1864–1931]. Cīņa, 21.06.1989.

4 Ballod, C. Die mittlere Lebensdauer in Stadt und Land. Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot, 1899, S. 141.
5 Mežgailis, B. Padomju Latvijas iedzīvotāji. Rīga: LVI, 1963, 128 lpp.
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monograph was published in 1973 presenting the results of the 1970 census6, while 
another publication at that time discussed issues related to fertility7. The first substan-
tial publication in Russian, The People of Soviet Latvia, only appeared in 1986.8

Demography studies units and sectors were established at the end of the 1960s at 
several ministries, departments, and science research institutes (e.g. the Committee on 
Labour Resources, the Latvian branch of the of the research institute of the USSR Cen-
tral Statistics Bureau, the Institute of Economics at the republican Academy of Scien-
ces, etc.). The number of scientific and popular science publications increased sub-
stantially, but part of these publications were either for official use only, or were able to 
access only part of the existing statistical data. Dissertations about demographic prob-
lems were written by Atis Bērziņš, Zigrīda Goša, Andis Lapiņš, Inta Krūmiņa, Juris 
Krūmiņš, Māra Zvidriņa, and others. The following were authors of more substantial 
publications: Nikolajs Baranovskis, Pārsla Eglīte, Bruno Mežgailis, and Pēteris Zvid-
riņš.9 Latvians living abroad also produced a number of important publications. The 
series “Archīvs”, each volume a collection of thematically-linked articles, series editor 
Edgars Dunsdorfs, who lived in Australia, was one such example, in particular, the ar-
ticle in Volume 23 (1983), “The population of Latvia over the past 100 years”.

Starting in 1968, there was a course on demography as part of the programme of 
study of various specialities. In 1979, the LSU established a Department of Statistics 
and Demography, and a Demography Research Group was created in 198210, which 
studied economic, medical, ethnic, and other topics associated with demography, spe-
cialised branches that had not existed up then. The first Republican Complex Long-
term Programme for Demographic Development was drafted by specialists in the 
mid-1980s, and accepted by the government of the republic. An important feature of 
this programme comprised measures adopted (in 1980 and 1987) to stimulate natural 
increase of the residents of the republic, as well as regulation of migration processes 
(in February 1989). 

The manner in which residents are registered changed after restoration of Latvian 
independence in the early 1990s, as did the methodology used to compute various in-
dicators, in that data was declassified to permit their use by interested parties. The Law 
on Registration of Residents, adopted in 1991, defined the new registration system for 
the Republic of Latvia. The first campaign to register all residents under the new sys-
tem was essentially completed in 1993 giving the real total number of citizens to be 
determined. An additional law prescribing the ends to which the register is to be put 
was adopted by the Saeima on 27 August 1998. This register is kept by and its use regu-
lated by the Office of Citizenship and Migration Affairs. During the period of inde-
pendence, census has been taken in 2000 and in 2011. It is noteworthy that there is a 

6 Mežgailis, B., Zvidriņš, P. Padomju Latvijas iedzīvotāji. Rīga: Liesma, 1973, 371 lpp.
7 Шлиндман, Ш., Звидриньш, П. Изучение рождаемости: (по материалам специального исследования в 

Латвийской ССР). Москва: Статистика, 1973, 175 с.
8 Население Советской Латвии. Под. pед. П. П. Звидриньша. Рига: Зинатне, 1986, 255 с.
9 Latvijas enciklopēdija. 2. sēj. Rīga: Valērija Belokoņa izdevniecība, 2003, 188. lpp.
10 From 1988, this was the Department of Demographic Research, from 1994 to 2013, the Centre of Demogra-

phy, at the University of Latvia.
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discrepancy between the data held by the CSB and in the Population Register, as re-
gards the total number of individuals resident in the country and in its administrative 
territorial units; consequently, demographic studies usually rely upon data published 
by the CSB, which is the case for this article.

The last census during the Soviet period was carried out in January 1989. Record-
ing the number of military and other special personnel was done in a centralised way 
and the distribution per republic and other administrative territory was also a central-
ised decision; thus, one can doubt in some instances the plausibility of this data. How-
ever, this information is fundamental to understanding about the number of residents, 
their location and their ethnic make-up in Latvia after regaining its political inde-
pendence.

The Latvian Council of Science (LCS) recognised in 1998 that demography is an 
independent branch of science, removing it from the field of economics. Nonetheless, 
national financing for science decreased to such an extent that demographic research 
progressively subsided. LCS support and individual international projects allowed a 
number of studies to be carried out at the Centre of Demography and at the Depart-
ment of Statistics and Demography, University of Latvia (UL), as well as at the LAS In-
stitute of Economics. The LCS Science Programme, “The Population of Latvia and 
People’s Health”, covered the time period of 1995 to 2001, and in cooperation with the 
UN Population Fund and the UN Economic Commission for Europe the following 
projects were implemented — “Fertility and Family Surveys in European Countries” 
and “The Dynamics of an Ageing Population”, which gave rise to a number of mono-
graphs (including UN publications).11

The most important LCS-supported projects completed in the 21st century were: 
“Changes in Demographic Structures in Latvia at the Turn of the 20th and 21st Centu-
ries, and Their Consequences” (2003), “Extension of Active Life Expectancy of Indi-
viduals” (2005),” “Differentiation of Population Ageing and Prolongation of Active Life 
Expectancy” (2005), “Latvian Demographic Development Projections” (2006), “Ex-
pected Changes in Socio-demographic Processes in Latvia After Accession to the EU” 
(2008), “Demographic Developments in the Regions of Latvia” (2008), “Investigation 
of the Socio-demographic Consequences of Ageing, Social Aspects and Compensation 
Mechanisms” (2009), “Depopulation in Latvia: Developments, Causes, Consequences” 
(2010), and “Demographic Development of Ethnic Latvians and Minorities” (2013). 
Starting in 2014, a majority of leading specialists in the field began to implement the 
National Research Programme project, “Renewal of Society, Reduction of Depopula-
tion Risks, Stimulating National Reproduction and Strengthening Ties with the 
 Diaspora”.

Relatively few investigations of demographic policies have been carried out which 
situation largely reflects the government’s inability to implement a sustainable and 

11 The principal publications from this period are: Zvidriņš, P. et al. Fertility and Family Surveys in Countries 
of the ECE Region: standard country report: Latvia. New York; Geneva: United Nations, 1998, 110 pp.; So-
cio-Economic Status and Living Arrangements of Older Persons in Latvia. New York; Geneva: United Nations, 
2003, 97 pp.; Ģimene un dzimstība Latvijā: (1995. g. aptaujas galvenie rezultāti). Zvidriņš, P. (red.). Rīga: LU 
Demogrāfijas centrs, 1996, 106 lpp.
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comprehensive programme to gather information on demographic developments, ana-
lyse these, disseminate and use the findings, including working out demographic fore-
casts and implementation of favourable scenarios consistent with national priorities.

Demographic findings have only recently been used on occasion by experts at the 
Ministry of Welfare and Ministry of Economics, the Inter-departmental Coordination 
Centre, etc., e.g., for “Sustainable Development Strategy for Latvia until 2030”, and 
“The National Development Plan of Latvia for 2014–2020” (NDP), including in these 
corrective indicators.

The LAS Institute of Economics published in all 15 reports with the title “An Over-
view of the Population of Latvia” between 1997 and 2013; between 2004 and 2008, the 
Commission of Strategic Analysis of the Latvian State President, in cooperation with 
experts, issued a number of collections of articles (including some in English) about 
various aspects of evolution of the population of Latvia. Four special issues of the 
 journal Humanities and Social Sciences. Latvia, dedicated to demographic questions, 
were published (in 1993, 2002, 2004, and in 2008). The compendium of documents, 
“ Migrants in Latvia 1944–1989”, issued by the Latvian National Archive, is also note-
worthy.12 A number of important published works on related topics have appeared in 
this century, e.g. on historical demography (Gunita Zariņa), on social anthropology 
(Aivita Putniņa), and on the spatial distribution of the population (Zaiga Krišjāne). 

Several researchers (Līga Āboliņa, Elīna Apsīte-Beriņa, Zane Cunska, Ligita Ezera, 
Ivars Indāns, Aija Lulle, Ilmārs Mežs, Ilze Mileiko, Iveta Pavlina, and Klāvs Sedlenieks) 
have elaborated doctoral theses on special topics within the field of demography, re-
garding ethnic issues, education, politics and social demography, or about the spatial 
distribution of residents. A number of foreign experts have produced studies of the 
evolution of the population of Latvia, namely Juris Dreifelds, Ádám Németh, Jānis 
Priedkalns, Jēkabs Ziedars, and others. Five scholars working in the field have become 
members of the Latvian Academy of Sciences (P. Eglīte, Z. Krišjāne, J. Krūmiņš, 
G. Zariņa, and P. Zvidriņš). Demographic research centres ceased to exist during the 
period of the economic crisis and the subsequent recession, which is an occurrence 
rarely encountered in the EU and elsewhere in Europe. The UL Diaspora and Migra-
tion Research Centre was established in 2014. Future research on demographic issues 
will be in the context of the UL Doctoral Study Programme in Demography, in addi-
tion to work by academic staff at other institutions of higher education.

Population dynamics

One of the most important indicators characterising any state is the total popula-
tion and changes thereof. This information is usually obtained from a national census 
and corrected between succeeding censuses by systematic study of natural changes as 
well as migration. These issues will now be addressed in regard of both the period be-
fore and after the restoration of independence.

12 Migranti Latvijā. 1944–1989: dokumenti. Riekstiņš, J. (sast.). Rīga: Latvijas Valsts arhīvs, 2004, 244 lpp.
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The period before the restoration of national independence. The population of 
the territory of Latvia grew very rapidly before the First World War both as a result of 
natural movement, as well as through migration. The population grew from 1.27 mil-
lion in 1863 to 2.5 million (or double) at the beginning of 1914. The rate of increase 
was particularly rapid at the turn of the century which was related to the economic 
policy implemented by Russia and the relatively high level of well-being (viability).

Substantial demographic losses occurred during the First World War and the War of 
Independence, and as a result, the 1920 census showed a total population of only 1 mil-
lion 596 thousand, or a decrease of nearly 900 thousand people compared to pre-war 
numbers. When compared with the pre-war population of Riga — approximately 
520 thousand — only 185 thousand residents were registered in 192013; large numbers 
had either been evacuated or had left as refugees. Only about one-half of those who had 
been evacuated returned to Latvia by 1925 in this way partially off-setting wartime losses, 
but the majority remained in Soviet Russia. The rise in population due to migration over 
the period 1920 to 1925 was 200 thousand, or 80%, of the total increase14, although in the 
following years the population numbers rose slowly since the generation change. At the 
time the birth rate exceeded slightly the rate of mortality; however, the total population 
did not reach the two million mark by 1940, i.e. on the eve of Soviet occupation. The re-
patriation of Germans at the end of this period meant that the population of Latvia at 
this time was nearly the same as during the last pre-war census of 1935, i.e. 1.95 million, 
or even less — 1.91 million when referring to the present-day borders of Latvia.

Detailed information on the population of Latvia is only available from 1959 on-
wards, but the published figures must be treated with caution up until those of the first 
post-war national census. The fact must be taken into account that the Abrene region, 
with 45 thousand residents, was absorbed in 1944 by Russia (Pskov District). Although 
the task of following precisely population dynamics of the post-war period is far from 
complete, and also the figures published thus far by the CSB do not correctly reflect 
the situation of the 1940s and 1950s, one fact is beyond question: the population 
tend ed to increase rapidly. The influx of migrants to Latvia was so enormous during 
this period that losses due to the deportations of 25 March 1949 (more than 42 000 in-
dividuals) were not substantially reflected in overall numbers of residents. 

Large population losses were incurred in Latvia following its incorporation by the 
Soviet Union. More than 30 thousand residents (mostly Latvians) were deported or 
shot in 1940 and 1941, of which total nearly one-half were deported on 14 June 1941. 
There were relatively large numbers of civilian and military lives lost during the 
 Second World War15, but a particularly large number of residents, nearly 200 thou-
sand were forced to flee to the West. Specialists (Grigorijs Lemperts, Jānis Rudzāts, 

13 Ceturtā tautas skaitīšana Latvijā 1935. gadā. Rīga, 1939, 18.–19. lpp. 
14 Mežgailis, B., Zvidriņš, P. Padomju Latvijas iedzīvotāji, 53. lpp.
15 In a book published in 2011, the historian Boris Sokolov in presenting data on loss of life in the USSR during 

the Second World War, including statistics on the number of lives lost in Latvia (fallen in battle), states that 
117 thousand persons died, including 15 thousand military personnel who fought on the German side, and 
16 thousand on the Soviet side. The author’s view is that the latter number is reduced. See: Соколов, Б. В. 
Кто воевал числом, а кто — умением: чудовищная правда о потерях СССР во Второй Мировой. 
Москва: Яуза – пресс, 2011, c. 110.
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Bruno Mežgailis, Pārsla Eglīte, Heinrihs Strods, Edvīns Vītoliņš, etc.) have estimated 
the immediate post-war population to have been between 1.3 to 1.6 million.16 The au-
thor has calculated this population figure to be nearly 1 million 500 thousand in 1946, 
out of which approximately 1 million 200 thousand were ethnic Latvians. Also, large 
were losses due to national partisan activities (the first partisan units sprang up during 
1944, while the last unit ceased to exist in October 1956). The total decrease in the 
population of Latvia during the 1940s can be estimated at 350–400 thousand persons17, 
i.e. one-fifth of the total population. This is one of the greatest relative wartime losses 
of life among the nations engaged in fighting world-wide. It is possible that this figure 
is similar or even slightly higher in the case of Poland and Belarus, but much smaller 
elsewhere (including in the USSR and Germany).18

The author has estimated that the pre-war population level of 1.91 million (within 
the present-day borders of Latvia) was only reached during the early 1950s. As seen 
from the data presented in Table 1, the rate of population increase was high through-
out the entire Soviet period (except during the 1940s and under German occupation). 
The population of Latvia reached 2 million in the mid-1950s, and 2.5 million in 1978.19 
The maximum population level of 2 million 673 thousand was attained at the begin-
ning of the 1990s. 

Table 1
Changes in the number of permanent residents, 1935–1989.

(referring to present-day state borders)

Year Thousands Changes with respect to 
the previous period % of the number in 1940

12.02.1935 1906 – 98
01.01.1940 1951 46 100
01.01.1950 1884 –67 97
15.01.1959 2080 196 107
15.01.1970 2352 272 121
17.01.1979 2503 151 128
12.01.1989 2667 164 137

Source: Latvijas demogrāfijas gadagrāmata 2001. Rīga: CSP, 2001, 19. lpp.; and the author’s own calculations.

16 Лемперт, Г. Демографический анализ последствий немецкой оккупации 1941–1945 гг. по Латвийской 
ССР. Рига: Министерство здpавоохранения Латв ССР, 1946, с. 88; Mežgailis, B., Zvidriņš, P. Padomju 
Latvijas iedzīvotāji, 154. lpp.

17 Zvidriņš, P., Vanovska, I. Latvieši: statistiski demogrāfisks portretējums. Rīga: Zinātne, 1992, 46. lpp.
18 Immediately after the end of the war, G. Lemperts of the University of Latvia carried out a study of demo-

graphic losses due to the German occupation. According to his estimates, the population of Latvia declined 
by 431 thousand persons over this period. Other researchers (B. Mežgailis, H. Strods, a.o.) offer even larger 
estimates, as high as 600–720 thousand.

19 According to Soviet statistical methodology the number of residents present in Latvia exceeded 2 500 000 
already in the first half of 1977, but at the end of 1978 this level was reached in terms of permanent residents. 
In Latvia the number of residents slightly exceeded the number of permanent residents. See: Zvidriņš, P. 
Latvijas demogrāfiskā attīstība pēc neatkarības atgūšanas. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 3. sēj. Atb. 
red. T. Jundzis un G. Zemītis. Rīga: LZA, 2013, 315. lpp.
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The natural increase of the population, as well as the increase due to migration, 
have been recorded annually from 1947 onwards. The author has calculated that the 
net total population increase over the period 1959 to 1990 was 600 thousand persons, 
including a natural increase of 243 thousand, or 41% of the total, and approximately 
350 thousand individuals due to migration, or 59% of the total.

The total number of Latvians decreased by 200 thousand over the period from 
June 1940 to the first post-was census in 1959, i.e. from 1.50 million to 1.30 million. 
The last Soviet census recorded a total of 1 million 388 thousand Latvians, or 90 thou-
sand individuals more than in 1959; however, the relative number of Latvians in the 
population of Latvia had decreased from 62.0% to 52.0%. The share of titular residents 
in other Soviet republics was lower only in Kazakhstan (data of 1989).

Data published by the CSB show that the natural increase in the number of Lat-
vians over the time period 1959–1989 was slightly less than 20 thousand, or just less 
than 8% of the total natural increase of the population of the republic. The numbers of 
Latvians dying over the time period 1973 to 1981 exceeded the number of births, and 
this situation was again recorded in 1985. Approximately 70 thousand individuals who 
made up the increase in the total number of ethnic Latvians between 1959 and 1989 
were due to migration or assimilation. Demographers at the UL have concluded, on 
the basis of analysis of passport data and examples of ethnic self-assertion, that off-
spring of ethnically mixed families tended to assimilate and become Latvians, rather 
than otherwise.20 There was only a slight rise in the number of Latvians due to migra-
tion and this originated in former Soviet republics, whereas international migration 
contributed negatively to the balance. Analysis of the period between the 1979 and 
1989 censuses shows that migration contributed 10–11 thousand persons to the in-
crease in the number of ethnic Latvians, or 10% of the total increase due to migration. 
Return to their homeland by Latvians living in other republics rose in 1989, and, in 
particular, after the Declaration on Latvian Independence was adopted on 4 May 
1990.

The period after the restoration of independence. A clear tendency was evident 
near the end of the Soviet period for the rate of evolution of the population to slow 
down and even to stabilise. The net migration balance in terms of increase in the civi-
lian population became negative for the first time during the post-war period after the 
government in office together with the labour unions adopted, on 14 February 1989, 
a  historic decision, “On measures to correct the unreasonable population growth 
 me chanism and on regulation of migration in the Latvian SSR”; this is also true to day. 
The depopulation tendency evident towards the end of the Soviet period resulted 
largely to a falling birth rate. In 1990, the number of births exceeded the number 
of deaths by only 9%, but in 1991, for the first time, the number of births (34 633) was 
smaller than the number of deaths (34 749), signalling the onset of depopulation. 
Therefore, the population of the Republic Latvia on the date of de facto restoration 
of  independence, 21 August 1991 (approx. 2 650 000) was lower by more than 

20 Zvidriņš, P., Vanovska, I. Latvieši: statistiski demogrāfisks portretējums. Rīga: Zinātne, 1992, 55. lpp.
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20   thousand persons than at the beginning 
of 1990. Most of this decrease relates to the 
number of residents of Riga.

According to census data published by 
the CSB for 1 March 2011 (critical moment), 
the total population in accordance with 
 specified data (taking into account persons 
absent for an indefinite period) was 2 million 
70 thousand or 307 thousand less than on 
the occasion of the previous census (in 2000). 
During the six years succeeding the 2011 
census, the population has declined further 
by more than 100 thousand (see Fig. 1).

Table 2
Evolution of the number of permanent residents and citizens

(in thousands, recorded at the beginning of the year)

Year Total number of 
residents

Of these

citizens proportion of citizens (%)

1995 2501 1786** 71
2000* 2377 1772 74.5
2011* 2070 1728 83
2015 1986 1688 85

  * According to census data
** In 1996

Source: Results of the 2000 population and housing census in Latvia. Riga: Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia. 
2002, p. 30; Latvijas statistikas gadagrāmata 2011. Rīga: CSP, 2011, 105. lpp.; CSB database 2014. “Population 
numbers and its changes” (tables ISG02 and ISG09).

The population of Latvia decreased by nearly 300 thousand over the first decade of 
the independence period. It is to be noted in this regard that during the early 1990s, in 
particular most intensively in 199221, most persons who left Latvia were (Russian) 
army military personnel and their family members. Individuals who have left Latvia 
during the present century are predominantly those who take advantage of the free 
movement of workers possible after Accession of Latvia to the EU; most often they do 
not declare the fact of their departure for at least a year. This behaviour was observed 
most often up until 2012.

21 According to CSB data, the population of Latvia decreased by 102 thousand in 1992 and 1993 alone.
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Fig. 1. Population dynamics in Latvia (in thousands)
Source: Demography 2015. Riga: CSB, 2015, p. 18;  Census data 
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Table 3
Changes in the population of states in the Baltic Sea basin, 

1990–2015 (in thousands)

State 1990 2000 2015
in 2015 % greater or lesser

1990 2000
Russia 147 650 146 890 146 267 –0.9 –0.4
Germany 79 113 82 163 81 174 2.6 –1.2
Poland 38 038 38 263 38 006 –0.1 –0.7
Sweden 8527 8861 9747 14.3 10.0
Denmark 5135 5330 5660 10.2 6.2
Finland 4974 5171 5472 10.0 5.8
Norway 4233 4478 5166 22.0 15.4
Lithuania 3694 3512 2921 –20.9 –16.9
Latvia 2668 2382 1986 –25.6 –16.6
Estonia 1571 1401 1313 –16.4 –6.3

Source: Eurostat database; Zvidriņš, P., Bērziņš, A. Demographic Development in the Baltic Sea Region. Political 
State of the Regional Report 2014. Copenhagen: Baltic Development Forum, 2014, p. 53.

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

-2.5

-2.0

-1.5

-1.0

-0.5

0.0

net migration natural decrease of the population total decrease of the population

-2.2

-1.7

-1.2

-1.4

-1.2
-1.3

-1.4

-1.1

-2.0

-2.2

-0.8 -0.9

Fig. 2. Annual population decrease due to natural change and international migration (%), 
1991–2015
Source: Demography 2015. Riga: CSB, 2015, p. 21, and the author’s own calculations.

Pēteris Zvidriņš    THE POPULATION OF LATVIA



214 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

Latvia has shown the most rapid decrease in population among the ten states of 
the Baltic Sea basin, this rate being most pronounced during the present century, when 
the average annual decline has been 1.2%. The rate at which population fell in Latvia 
during the period immediately following Accession to the EU was one of the most 
rapid in the world. A similar rapid decline in population was observed in Lithuania, 
the neighbouring state. In contrast, during this period the fastest rise in population in 
the Baltic Sea basin was found for Norway and Sweden (see Table 3).

Annual fluctuations in the total number of residents are presented in Fig. 2. It is 
evident that there has been a negative change during the period of independence in 
the total number of residents, as a result both of natural causes and international 
migra tion. Over the past eight years, the net migration rate has exceeded the decline 
due to natural causes.

During the mid-1990s, almost 1.8 million citizens of Latvia lived in the country, 
representing 71–72% of the total population. Data published from the 2011 census 
show significantly fewer citizens — 1728 thousand, but their proportion was greater, 
i.e. 83.5% of the total population. The percentage of non-citizens living in Latvia de-
creased over the same period from ¼ in 2000, to 14.2% in 2011, and 12% in 2017. The 
number of registered non-citizens has decreased three-fold when compared with the 
situation in the mid-1990s; however, their number is still rather substantial (230 thou-
sand), which has led to a number of problems, including an initiative at the begin ning 
of 2013 leading to a referendum on granting Russian the status of official state 
 language.

A substantial number of residents were born abroad (approximately 260 thousand) 
with corresponding important share of the total population. The largest number of 
these were born in Russia (in 2000 such were 229 thousand, and in 2016, 132 thou-
sand), with substantial numbers of persons born in Belarus and Ukraine (in 2016, 
47 thousand and 34 thousand, respectively). Of those born elsewhere in the member 
states of the EU the largest number were born in Lithuania (16 thousand), Estonia (3), 
the United Kingdom (2.5), and Germany (2.1). In Latvia the share of those born else-
where is one of the largest in Europe. Over the past 20 years, the number of 
 foreign-born residents has considerably increased in Latvia, from 13 thousand in 1996 
to 57 thousand in 2016. The number of Russian citizens resident in Latvia has in-
creased from 8.1 thousand in 1996 to 42.3 thousand in 2016. Nearly 3 thousand citi-
zens of Ukraine reside permanently in Latvia, and about 2 thousand citizens of Bela-
rus. The number of citizens of other EU member states residing in Latvia has risen 
following Latvian Accession to the EU; however, their absolute numbers are small, and 
most hail from Lithuania, Germany, and Estonia.

Spatial distribution of the population

The Law on Administrative Territories and Populated Areas adopted by the 
Saeima on 18 December 2008 resulted in creation of 118 local authorities to replace 
the previous set of local authorities (553), with 9 Republican cities and 109 municipal-
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ities (novadi) making up this total; as of 3 January 2011, there are now 110 municip-
alities. Studies mostly use data either for six statistical regions which conform to EU 
classification of territorial entities (3rd NUTS level), or the five planning regions for 
the country, as defined by the Latvian government in 2003 — Riga, Vidzeme, 
Kurzeme, Zemgale, and Latgale. Following adoption in 2003 by the European Parlia-
ment and EU Council of an appropriate regulation whereby the maximum number of 
residents of a territory cor responding to NUTS 3rd level was set at 800 thousand, the 
planning region of Riga has been split into the region of Riga (city) and Pierīga (in-
habited areas contiguous to the city). Planning regions as part of the planning process 
have been in force from the beginning of this century, but their significance has not 
been firmly defined by law, and in 2010 specialists and politicians began to debate the 
possibility of their suppression and replacement by a new set of territorial entities.22 
From the point of view of statisticians, the fact of half of the total population residing 
within a single region means that this is not the optimal form of administrative terri-
torial organisation. 

Many of the new municipalities do not conform to the basic criteria set out in 
legislation in that they must have a minimum total number (4000) of residents, and 
they also do not possess centres which are capable of promoting regional develop-
ment; consequently, many local authorities lack adequate tax income to ensure effec-
tive local governance, including guaranteeing basic public services for residents. In 
2015, the Ministry for the Environmental Protection and Regional Development 
(VARAM) proposed a new administrative territorial reform plan which could result 
by 2021 in a smaller number of local authorities: 49 municipalities and 9 Republican 
cities, or even the creation of 29 territories, each containing a centre of national or 
 regional importance capable of promoting regional development.23 Changes in the 
 demographic situation over the entire period of Latvian independence have been 
 described in a report prepared by the UL Centre of Demography24; beginning in 2004, 
an annual overview of a broader set of related problems has been issued by the State 
Regional Development Agency. Data accessible this way demonstrate that, with re-
ference to the situation in 2000, the largest decrease in the number of residents holds 
for Latgale (by 27%) and Vidzeme (by 22 %), but the largest increase in the number of 
residents (3%) holds for Pierīga. It is true that the absolute number of residents of this 
particular region has decreased slightly. The urban population has decreased in all of 
the cities of Latvia, the greatest fall recorded in Daugavpils and in Rēzekne. The 
number of residents has increased only in the central municipalities of the country, 
while a decline of variable extent in residents holds for nearly 100 municipalities (see 
Fig. 3).

22 Reģionu attīstība Latvijā 2010. Rīga: Valsts reģionālās attīstības aģentūra, 2011, 8.–9. lpp.
23 See the VARAM press release of 25 September 2015, “Vides aizsardzības un reģionālās attīstības ministrija 

(VARAM) iesniegusi Koalīcijas sadarbības padomei izvērtēšanai jaunu Administratīvi teritoriālās reformas 
(ATR) koncepciju.” Accessible at: http://www.varam.gov.lv/lat/aktual/aktuali/?doc=20443 (site last visited 
27 March 2016).

24 Demogrāfiskā attīstība Latvijas reģionos. Zvidriņš, P. (atb. red.). Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2009, 
44. lpp.
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Fig. 3. Changes in numbers of residents in municipalities between the 2000 and 2011 censuses
Source: Reģionu attīstība Latvijā 2011. Rīga, 2012, 19. lpp. Accessible at: http://www.vraa.gov.lv/ uploads/
regionu%20parskats/Regionu%20attistiba%20Latvija%202011%20LV_interactive_kartes %20horizontali.pdf.

Table 4
Changes in the number of residents in the regions

(thousands, at the beginning of the year)

Region 1990 2000 2011 2015 % in 2015 vs. 2000 % of total (2015)
Riga 909 766 659 641 84 32.3
Pierīga 379 358 371 368 103 18.5
Vidzeme 272 256 211 199 78 10.0
Kurzeme 366 322 270 255 79 12.8
Zemgale 320 293 255 242 83 12.2
Latgale 422 386 304 282 73 14.2

Source: Demography 2015, p. 41; CSB database about permanent residents (table ISG12), and the author’s own 
calculations.

The total number of residents of Riga has declined from a figure of 909 thousand 
in 1990, to approximately 640 thousand in 2015. If at the time of the restoration of in-
dependence the residents of the capital city represented more than 34% of the total 
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population of the republic, then currently their share has declined to 32%, which ob-
servation allows us to conclude that the depth of depopulation of the capital city is 
greater than the average extent over the country. Largely this phenomenon is driven by 
residents of Riga moving to live in near-by areas in Pierīga. In 1990, there were 
127 thousand residents in Daugavpils, and only 86 thousand today. Liepāja has lost an 
even greater fraction of its population since independence (one-third), in particular, 
over the first half of the 1990s.

As a result of the depopulation process, population density has systematically de-
clined in all of the regions Latvia, including in the larger cities and most municipa-
lities, with the exception, in 2014 and 2015, of Pierīga region. In 1990, the population 
density was 41.3 persons per sq. km. (on average), whereas starting in 2014, it was less 
than 31 per sq.km. Among the member states of the EU a lower population density is 
found only in Finland, Sweden, and Estonia.

A characteristic feature of how the population of our country has evolved after the 
restoration of independence is that the number of urban residents has fallen faster 
than the corresponding decrease in rural regions, with the result that today urban 
dwellers represent a smaller share of the total population than was the case at the end 
of the Soviet period, or even in 2000. This is a rarely encountered phenomenon around 
the world, where a pronounced urbanisation process is observed in general. During 
the Soviet period, extensive immigration, forced industrialisation accompanied in 
large measure, by its militarisation, meant that the urban share of the population 
changed from 35% in 1940, to 53% in 1959, and 71% in 1989; over the past 15 years, 
this value has fluctuated between 67.8 and 68%.

Distribution of residents by age and sex

Demographic processes, as well as social and economic developments, are driven 
in a large measure by the sex and age distribution in a given state. On the other hand, 
the sex and age composition is influenced by internal migration of residents, and by 
the intensity of migration processes. Hence, the age and sex pyramids of a country and 
changes therein, play a central role in demographic analyses.

The most beneficial balance between the number of men and women in Latvia 
occurred around the turn of the 20th century, when the share of males in the popula-
tion was 49%. The disparity between numbers of men and women increased signifi-
cantly as a result of the First World War, whereupon the share of men in the population 
decreased to 45%. This disparity lessened continuously throughout the first period of 
independence. The Second World War and Soviet occupation caused this disparity to 
increase to a greater extent than the effect of the First World War and the War of Libe-
ration combined. Even in 1959, there were 250 thousand women residents more than 
the number of men, and the share of men in the population (43.9%) was one of the 
lowest in the world. This share had risen to 46.5% by the end of the Soviet period.

The disparity in the numbers of men and women in the population of Latvia con-
tinued after the restoration of independence with a tendency to increase. The absolute 
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number of women recorded at the time of the 2000 census reached a figure of 
187.5 thousand, and it was 178.2 thousand in 2011; the share of men in the population 
was 46.1% and 45.7%, respectively. The proportion has only slightly increased later, to 
45.9% in 2015. It must be noted that this disparity is one of the greatest among Euro-
pean states and world-wide. The origin of this situation is attributable to the previously 
mentioned consequences of the war, increased male mortality, and low fertility (under 
such conditions the relative number of boys decreases within the total population). 
Part of the reason why this disparity has widened was increased male emigration, in 
particular at the turn of the century.

The relative number of men and women is particularly significant at the age when 
families are established. Presently there are more males than females in every age 
group up to 35. The number of both sexes is roughly equal over the reproductive age 
group of 15 to 49. This leads to the conclusion that the disproportion between men 
and women is greatest for the elderly population, in particular, among retired persons. 
In 2015, the number of women in the age group of 70 and older exceeded the number 
of men by a factor of 2.3.

It is readily evident from examination of change over time of the age pyramid that 
the people of Latvia will continue to age. The number of children, and their share of 
the population, will continue to decrease, while indicators characterising the number 
of elderly persons will continue to rise (Table 5). The number of children (age 0–14) 
has decreased from 572 thousand to 298 thousand during the period of restored inde-
pendence, or nearly by a factor of two. The average age of the population has risen 
from 36 to 37.8 years, between 1989 and 2000, respectively; this figure has risen to 
42.2 years during this century. Ageing is more pronounced among women (their aver-
age age now exceeds that of men by 6 years), given that the life expectancy of women 
typically exceeds that of men. The principal cause of ageing derives from decreased 
fertility and emigration of young persons of working age. A related finding is that the 
work force is also ageing.

Table 5
Population age groups in 1989, 2000, 2011, and 2015

Age groups / 
years

Number of inhabitants (thousands) Share of the total number, %

1989 2000 2011 2015 1989 2000 2011 2015

 14 and younger 571 430 294 298 21.4 18.1 14.2 15.0

15–61 1692 1511 1326 1232 63.5 63.6 64.1 62.0

62 and older 404 436 450 457 15.1 18.3 21.7 23.0

Source: 1989. gada tautas skaitīšanas rezultāti (2. daļa). Rīga: Latvijas valsts statistikas komiteja, 1991, 31. lpp.; 
Results of the 2000 population and housing census in Latvia, pp. 11, 61; Demography 2015, p. 21, and the author’s 
own calculations.

In terms of ageing indicators Latvia ranks near the top of countries in Europe and 
the world. For example, when the relationship is examined between the number of 
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elderly residents (older than the working age) and the number of children, the so-
called ageing index, then Latvia is in 6th place in the world league of countries 
for 2010.25 The situation in recent years is similar. Demographic ageing is an objective 
and generally progressive phenomenon which reflects development realities of a so-
ciety which is undergoing a transition to a rational reproduction rate of the popula-
tion with relatively low birth and mortality rates. Nevertheless, too rapid an ageing 
process as can be observed in Latvia (most intensely in Riga and Latgale), present a 
threat to continued existence of the Latvian people, as well as leading to serious socio-
economic problem with far-reaching undesirable consequences, in particular overtax-
ing the pension system. A more favourable situation obtains in Pierīga and Zemgale.

A demographic pyramid constructed based on the latest data for Latvia (see Fig. 4) 
shows that in the near-term the demographic loads will tend to increase given the rise 
in numbers of the elderly. For its part the very narrow base of the pyramid shows that 
in future an ever decreasing number of children will reach working age. However, in 
recent years the birth rate has risen slightly, slowing down the rate at which ageing is 
happening, and increasing slightly the contribution by children to the demographic 
load.

25 Zvidriņš, P. Demographic development in the Baltic Sea region. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. A. daļa, 
66. sēj., Nr. 5/6, 2012, 57. lpp.
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Fig. 4. Changes in the age pyramid of Latvia, 1989–2015.
Source: CSB database.
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Changes in ethnic breakdown of the population

Both of the recent censuses have included in the questionnaire a request for infor-
mation about the ethnicity of respondents; this was also the case for censuses during 
the Soviet period. The evolution from 1989 onwards of the numbers of ethnic Latvians, 
and those of the largest ethnic groups resident in Latvia, is shown in Table 6. The 
 figures indicate that the number of Latvians fell by 17.1 thousand during the 1990s, 
but the total decrease has been 164.1 thousand, or 11.4%, over the time span in ques-
tion. Hence every year after the restoration of independence the number of ethnic 
Latvians has decreased at an average rate of more than 6.3 thousand. Furthermore, ap-
proximately 120 000 individuals responded that they habitually use at home a language 
other than Latvian (most often the Russian language). This finding suggests that the 
number of ethnic Latvians is even smaller than tabulated. The Latvian dialect of Lat-
gallian is spoken on a daily basis by 164.5 thousand individuals, who live mostly in 
Latgale (98 thousand).

Numbers have decreased of all of the numerically largest minority groups living in 
Latvia. The number of Russians decreased significantly during the early 1990s follow-
ing withdrawal of the USSR armed forces from Latvia, and a significant fall in numbers 
continued later, due in part to natural causes, and also to emigration. An even more 
pronounced fall in numbers has been observed for Ukrainians and Belarusians, partly 
resulting from these minorities in general having a weak sense of ethnic identity. To-
wards the turn of the 21st century, the number of Gypsies in Latvia rose due to their 
relatively high birth rate, but after Accession of Latvia to the EU a large part of the 
Gypsy community has departed from Latvia.

Table 6
Evolution of the number of ethnic Latvians and the numerically largest 

minorities, 1989–2015 (in thousands)

Ethnicity 1989 2000 2015 2015 vs. 1989
thousands %

Latvians 1387.8 1370.7 1223.7 –164.1 88.6
Russians 905.5 703.2 512.4 –393.1 56.5
Belarusians 119.7 97.2 67.3 –52.4 56.2
Ukrainians 92.1 63.6 44.7 –47.4 48.5
Poles 60.4 59.5 42.5 –17.9 70.4
Lithuanians 34.6 33.4 24.5 –10.1 70.8
Roma (Gypsies) 7.0 8.2 5.4 –1.6 77.1
Jews 22.9 10.4 5.2 –17.7 22.7
Germans 3.8 3.5 3.0 –0.8 78.9
Estonians 3.3 2.7 1.8 –1.5 54.5
Others and unspecified 29.5 25.9 55.7 +26.2 188

Source: CSB database; table “Usually resident ethnical composition of the population at the beginning of the 
year” (ISG07), and the author’s own calculations.



221

The number of Jews living in Latvia has 
declined dramatically. This minority is 
charac terised by low fertility, a high degree 
of ageing and a constant net outflow due to 
international migration. One must note the 
reduction of the number of Livs, one of the 
ethnic titular ethnicities of Latvia, from 177 
Livs in Latvia in 2000 to only 160 indivi-
duals in 201526.

Notwithstanding the decrease in num-
bers of Latvians, the share of Latvians in the 
total population has increased (from 52.0% 
in 1989, to 57.7% in 2000, 60.5% in 2011, 
and 61.6% in 2015). However, this means 
that the situation has been regained corre-
sponding to that at the end of the 1950s, and 
is significantly lower than the pre-war situa-
tion. The share of the titular ethnicity within 
the total population of Latvia is one of the 
lowest in all of Europe.

The share of ethnic Latvians in the total 
population of Latvia has increased in all re-
gions of the state during the period of inde-
pendence. The region of Vidzeme is by 
composition the most Latvian (87% in 
2015). There is a relatively large relative 
num ber of Latvians living in Kurzeme 
(76%), in the region of Pierīga (72%), and in 
Zemgale (71%), whereas it is low in Latgale 
(46%) and Riga (46%).27

Ethnic Latvians are in a minority in 
many cities in Latvia, including the capital 
city, and the second largest city, Daugavpils, 
as well as in Rēzekne. In Riga residents of 
eastern Slavic origin comprise almost 50% 
of the total, and the corresponding figure for 
Daugavpils is two-thirds; however, these re-
lative numbers are systematically decreasing 
during the independence period. With 

26 In 1935, there were 944 Livs living in Latvia.
27 It is noteworthy that there has been an increase in the number of persons who decline to state their ethnicity, 

as well as of those with other ethnicities, these numbers being 1.1%, 2.2%, and 2.8% in 2000, 2011, and 2015, 
respectively.
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Fig. 5. Ethnic composition of residents, 1989–2015 (%) 
Source: CSB database, data of 12 January 1989 census and 
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 respect to municipalities, Lubāna Municipality has the largest fraction of Latvians liv-
ing there (96%), whereas the lowest figure obtains for Zilupe Municipality (25%).

In terms of the ethnic diversity index28, we may conclude that the ethnic portrait 
of Latvia is becoming more homogeneous. In 1939, this value of this index was 0.39, 
and thereafter it grew steadily during the whole Soviet period, reaching a value of 0.61 
in 1989. However, a reverse tendency is evident over the past 20 years and currently 
this index has decreased to 0.54. The situation in the capital city is more diverse, hence 
its index is greater, but even there the index is slowly decreasing.

Education level of the population

Great advances in the field of public education have been made over the years of 
the restored independent Latvia. The education level has risen significantly during this 
century. The number of residents with completed higher education increased by three 
thousand individuals over the period 1989–2000, the large decrease in the total popu-
lation notwithstanding. This number has nearly doubled during the most recent pe-
riod between censuses; presently, they number more than 400 thousand persons. The 
results of Table 7 show that the share of the total population with individuals possess-
ing higher education rose from 11.5% in 1989, to 13.9% in 2000, and to 23.0% in 2011, 
while the share of those with secondary vocational training rose from 19.1% at the 
close of the Soviet period, to 29.4% in 2011. There has been at the same time a fall in 
the share of the population with lower education levels.

International comparisons are instructive in assessing the high level of educated 
individuals in Latvia. Publicly accessible data from Eurostat databases show that in 
Latvia the number of young people in the age group 20–24 having education higher 
than the secondary level, expressed as a share of the total population (80% in 2010), 
exceeded the average comparable level in the EU (79%). More recent data about the 
number of residents in the age group 30–34 who have a degree from a university or 
college or equivalent qualification show that this share of the total population is greater 
than the average for the EU. The target set out in the National Development Plan al-
ready has been achieved. However, from 2011 onwards, the number of individuals 
gaining a degree, or other qualification, has tangibly decreased, and the previously set 
targets are no longer being met. This indicator depends on the rate at which potential 
students emigrate. Education indicators characterising residents (including children 
and teenagers) mean that the country ranks quite high in the world in terms of the 
human development index (HDI).29 Other factors, such as material well-being and 
population life-expectancy do not figure as positively in calculating this index. The 

28 This index is computed on the basis of structural aspects of resident ethnic groups. As the ethnic composi-
tion of a state (territory, city) is more homogeneous, so the value of this index is lower. Zvidriņš, P. Latvijas 
iedzīvotāju etniskā sastāva izmaiņas 90. gados. Rīga: Latvijas Universitāte, 1998, 21. lpp.

29 Over the time period from 1990 to 2014, Latvia has slipped in this ranking from 39th place (out of 169 coun-
tries) to 46th place (out of 188 countries). See: Human Development Report 2015. New York: United Nations 
Development Program, 2015, p. 272.
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average length of time spent in educational establishments has risen from 6.3 years in 
1980 and 7.6 years in 1990, to 11.5 years in 2014. This, and another indicator used to 
compute the HDI — the expected length of time in years to be spent in education 
(15.2 years) — is shorter than in countries which rank at the top of the table: 20.2 in 
Australia and 19.2 in New Zealand, as well as the top performers in the EU in Iceland 
(19.0) and Ireland (18.6).

Education indicators for women are higher than for men. During the last census it 
was noted that women made up 64% of the number of doctoral degree holders, with a 
significantly lower value of this indicator for men (36%). It is probable that this situa-
tion will continue in the near-term, given that women students, including those en-
gaged in doctoral studies, presently constitute 60% of the total student population.

Table 7
Changes in education level of the population, 1959–2011

(per 1000 residents, age 15 and older)

Year Higher Specialised 
secondary

General 
secondary

Elementary 
education Pre-school

1959 27 78 81 277 324
1989 115 191 298 234 128
2000 139 203 310 265 59
2011 230 294 229 180 35

Source: Results of the 2000 population and housing census in Latvia, p. 187; the author’s own calculations are 
based on CSB data from the 2011 census.

At the same time it is possible to discern a number of negative tendencies as re-
gards education. The number of children who did not attend school increased sharply 
during the 1990s. The number of youth, ages 18–24, who had only completed basic 
education was relatively high, including those who had interrupted studies (15% in 
2004, and 8.5% in 2014). Life-long learning is relatively weakly developed (accessible) 
in Latvia. The situation in Latvia as regards mature students lags behind that in eco-
nomically developed countries. The network of vocational schools has been rationa-
lised and consolidated in recent years. Vocational education capacity at secondary 
level has increased from the situation in 2010, but it remains rather low (39% in 2014). 
 Opting for vocational schooling lags behind targets set by the NDP. The share of indi-
vi duals enrolled at educational establishments in age group 15–24 is showing a ten-
dency to fall and this effect is pronounced for all institutions of higher education for 
the age group 19–23. 

Some 66.9% of all persons in the age 15–24 group were engaged in study during 
academic year 2010/2011, whereas in academic year 2013/2014 this figure was 65.2% 
(males 61.9%, females 68.6%).30 The fraction of students at universities and colleges 

30 Jaunieši Latvijā. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Centrālā statistikas pārvalde, 2014, 20. lpp.
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who benefit from state or local authorities’ support has gradually increased from the 
situation in academic year 2006/2007, while 60% of all students paid their own tuition 
for academic year 2014/2015.

Employment

A significant measure of the development level of a population is the extent of 
employment of various groups, in terms of economic impact and level. The State Em-
ployment Agency has found from labour force sample surveys that in 2013, 51.5% of 
all individuals in the age group 15–74 were employees; the next largest group were re-
tired persons; and the third, school children and students, 15.4% and 8.5%, respec-
tively. Job-seekers were the fourth largest group (7.8%). The existence and extent of 
this last group is supporting evidence for the persistence of unemployment and a defi-
ciency in numbers of available work openings. Youth unemployment levels in Latvia 
are very high, and this stimulates a desire to emigrate. The importance of the very high 
level of unemployment in Latgale (17% in 2014) and in many small towns and rural 
areas has to be signalled. The share of residents who were either self-employed or 
worked in a family context without a salary was 4.3%, housewives, 3.8%, invalids or 
persons suffering from a long-term disability, 3.2%, employers, 2,4%, persons on leave 
of absence to raise their children, 0.6%.31

According to CSB data, the number of persons (also their share in the total popu-
lation) involved in trade and construction increased rapidly from the year 2000 up 
until the onset of the economic crisis, where the opposite evolution was observed of 
the numbers employed in industry, agriculture, and the public service sector. During 
the period of the economic crisis, the greatest fall in the numbers employed occurred 
in sectors oriented to meet internal demand, this being particularly true for the retail 
trade, hotel and restaurant sectors, as well as in the construction sector and in manu-
facturing. Out of 885 thousand individuals employed in 2014 the largest number 
(132 thousand) were engaged in trade, and the repair of automobiles and motorcycles, 
which represented 15% of the total number of employees. Employment in manufactur-
ing and mining represented 13% of the total, 10% in education, another 10% in trans-
port and storage. Employment has risen slightly over recent years in the construction 
sector (8.3%). Numbers engaged in agriculture, forestry, and fishing have declined to 
7.5% of the total. Approximately 60 thousand persons (6.6%) are engaged in govern-
ment, defence and the compulsory social insurance sectors, more than 50 thousand 
(5.9%) in health and social welfare. Numbers employed in other internationally de-
fined sectors are less than 5% of the total. During 2014, most newly filled job positions 
were in the services sector. This happened quickest in the information and telecom-
munications fields, as well as in the health care sector.32

31 Statistical Yearbook of Latvia 2014. Riga: Central Statistical Bureau of the Republic of Latvia, 2015, p. 181. 
32 Report on the Economic Development of Latvia. Riga: Ministry of Economics Republic of Latvia, June 2015, 

p. 81.
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Analysis of employment levels during this century shows its gradual rise up to and 
including 2008, and that its decrease over the period 2009–2010 was due to the eco-
nomic crisis. Once the economy restarted, the employment level again started to grow. 
Although the labour market slowly recovered over the period 2011–2015, the Lisbon 
programme targets were not met in Latvia. The new employment targets for Latvia to 
be reached by implementing the EU 2020 Strategy are an employment level of 73% for 
the age group 20–64, which is higher than the present figure (71%). 

Data from the 2011 census and regular assessment of total employment rate indi-
cates that 51–52% of those in work are women, while the employment rate for men is 
significantly higher in all age groups. Women tend to spend a longer time in educa-
tion, and there is work associated with caring for children and their family. Men in the 
age group 25–39 are characterised by the highest level of employment, but for women 
this maximum occurs for slightly older age group. The largest number of job seekers 
are younger than 24. It is expected that unemployment will continue to fall in the com-
ing years with the increase in the number of job openings, this effect likely to be most 
pronounced for young people.

Labour efficiency in Latvia shows a tendency to increase over time. The value 
added by those in employment in Latvia was annually 60% lower than the average 
added value for the EU, whereas today this difference has been reduced to one-third. It 
is true that presently the EU member states include a number of less-developed coun-
tries, such as Romania, Bulgaria, Croatia, etc. which acceded to the EU in 2004, or 
later. However evolution of GDP measured according to purchasing power parity 
demonstrates the same features, in particular if one takes into account the rapid fall in 
population and working numbers. Lagging behind developments in Estonia, Lithua-
nia, Poland, and other countries, shows that possibilities exist to be used for develop-
ment, as well as showing up errors in social and economic policies, incorrect transfor-
mation of the economy.

Marriage and family issues

Immediately after the collapse of the Soviet Union, there was a substantial fall both 
in the absolute number of marriages concluded and the nuptiality rates. In Latvia 
24  thousand marriages were concluded during 1990, while in 1995 there were only 
11 thousand marriages recorded. In succeeding years the tendency persisted for a de-
cline in the annual number of marriages, but the rate of this decline was slower. At the 
turn of the century fewer than 10 thousand marriages were registered in Latvia, (i.e. 
9211 marriages in 2000). It was in 2001 that the first slight increase was noted in the 
number of registered marriages. Whereas an unprecedented decline in the number of 
marriages was observed in other former socialist countries, the relative decline ob-
served in Latvia put it in a leading position in the world. It was noted that the decline 
in the rate of first marriages was greater the younger the partners. This decline also led 
to a radical reduction in the birth rate. The trend in the early 21st century for the 
number of marriages was to increase, reaching a relative maximum in 2007, when 
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15 486 marriages were concluded. A substantial fall was observed in the marriage rate 
during the period of economic crisis (9290 in 2011), although in recent years the num-
bers of marriages have increased significantly (13 617 in 2015). This tendency is more 
pronounced when taking into consideration the steady decline in the number of 
women in their reproductive years.

The relative number of early marriages has fallen gradually, with both bride and 
groom tending to be older, year on year. The average age for men at the time of mar-
riage was 28.4 years in 1990, 31.5 years in 2000, and 35.4 years in 2015, with the aver-
age ages for women being, respectively, 26.4, 29.0, and 32.9 years. 

The evolution of the total marriage rate33 for individuals reflects essential changes 
in marital relations. During the 1970s and 1980s, this coefficient for women in first 
marriages often exceeded 0.90, but it has taken values between 0.40 and 0.70 during 
this century. At the end of the 1980s, this coefficient was one of the highest in Europe, 
but in the 21st century it is one of the lowest on the continent and in the wider world. 
This coefficient barely reached 0.70 over the period 2014–2015, which means that 
only approximately 70% of all women register a marriage during their reproductive 
years.

In examining consensual partner relationships, nuptiality, the formation and evo-
lution of families, it is important to recall that statistics only reflect the situation as re-
gards marriages being concluded in accordance with practices of a given time period. 
Unregistered consensual relationships are presently reasonably widespread in Latvia. 
Given these circumstances there has been a systematic rise of children born in such 
relationships (17% in 1990, and 45% in 2012, but in recent years the proportion de-
creased to 41.5% in 2015.

Frequent collapse of marriages and families was a persistent occurrence during the 
Soviet period. In terms of numbers of divorces Latvia for a long time was ahead of any 
other Soviet republic, or even any European country. The divorce rate only decreased 
during the 1980s, once Soviet laws were adopted to buttress marriage. However, after 
restoration of independence, the share of marriages ending in divorce has been rather 
high. During the 1990s, up to 640 divorces were registered per 1000 marriages, which 
exceeds by 163 the same indicator attained during the 1980s. In the first decade of 21st 
century, the divorce rate (536) with respect to the marriage rate still exceeded the rate 
during the 1980s, whereas over the time period 2010–2013 the divorce rate increased 
to 642, but then declined to 378 in 2015. The total divorce indicator for the period 
2013–2014 achieved a record high value of 0.59. This means that 59% of all marriages 
will be divorced. Changes in the law allowing marriages to be dissolved not only in 
court, but also by a public notary, providing that both partners agreed to the divorce 
and that neither property settlement nor child custody and support issues were in-
volved. Results from the 2011 census confirmed the fact of there being a very large 
number of divorced individuals living in Latvia (nearly 250 thousand, or 15% of the 
adult population) and that this number has tended to increase, although in recent 
years this tendency has declined.

33 Average number of marriages concluded over their life by women (or men).
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In 1990, the average length of marriages ending in divorce was 9 years, the same as 
throughout the 1980s, while over the last 10 years this length has varied between 13.4 
and 14.4 years. Divorce cases tend to affect a rather small number of children, and in 
40–50% of all cases no children under the age of majority, issuing from the union, are 
involved. In 2015, in divorced families there were on average 0.7 common underage 
children. The causes for marriage instability have been rather little studied after the 
restoration of independence. Specific issues arising from divorce have been indirectly 
addressed by researchers (even in passing), with the most extensive analysis to be 
found in the 1995 international project “Family and Fertility”. In 2005, factors that lead 
to divorce and sustainable marriage were investigated by the Ministry for Children and 
Family Affairs in cooperation with the Latvian Family Psychotherapist Association.

The 1989 census which took place at the end of Soviet period counted 732 thou-
sand families in Latvia corresponding to a total number of 2.28 million individuals. A 
further 132 thousand family members lived separated from their family (4.9% of the 
total population), while 251 thousand, or 9.4%, were single without family members. 
Subsequently, the number of families declined, such that in 2000 these numbered 
624 thousand, and 588 thousand in 2011. In 2015, the number of families was estimated 
at 550 thousand. The average number of family members has also decreased (from 3.12 
in 1989, to 2.74 in 2011). Any comparison of these figures must take account of changes 
in definition of a family, as well as in the methodology employed to produce statistics.

Studies have shown that families have tended to become nuclear during the inde-
pendence period, with a pronounced majority of families having members spanning 
1–2 generations, and a reduction in the number of families with members spanning 
three or more generations. The 2000 census identified five family types with the follow-
ing results: married couples with children (46.2%), single mothers with children 
(29.1%), childless married couples (18.1%), single fathers with children (3.4%), unregis-
tered consensual relationship with children (3.1%). A sixth family type was added to 
the most recent census, unregistered consensual relationships with children (see Fig. 6).

Two-thirds of all families in Latvia consist of either 2 or 3 individuals. The fraction 
of the population living in families (including partial families with one adult) with two 
or more children fluctuates about a figure of 
16%. Family support policies of recent years 
have led to a slight rise in this figure.

Data compiled by the CSB as part of the 
2011 census indicate a total of 860 thousand 
private households with on average 2.38 re-
sidents. Of these 34% were single-person 
households (as opposed to 25% in 2000) 
with the total number of individuals being 
nearly 300 thousand. This reflects the ten-
dency for the share of single individuals to 
increase over time, with this share being one 
of the highest among the member states of 
the EU. A total of 465 thousand persons 

21.2% – Married without children

32.3% – Married with children

7.8% – Unregistered consensual 
relationships without children

29.1% – Single mothers with children

4.3% – Single fathers with children

5.3% – Unregistered consensual 
relationships without children

Fig. 6. Family composition in 2011 (%)
Source: CSB database of results from the 2011 census.
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were counted living in family groups of two individuals (27% of the total), whereas 
1.28 million individuals were living in family groups of three or more persons (39% of 
the total).

Table 8
Composition of residents by marital status (%)

Year Unmarried Married Divorced Widow(er)
men

2000 46.7 46.0 5.8 1.5
2011 47.0 40.5 9.7 2.8
2015 47.7 39.5 9.9 2.9

women
2000 37.8 43.0 9.0 10.2
2011 36.8 35.2 13.9 14.1
2015 36.9 34.3 14.7 14.1

Source: Demography 2015, p. 32; Results of the 2000 population and housing census in Latvia, pp. 31, 75.

Demographic studies can proceed, and other practical problems may be resolved, 
once the age distribution of married individuals and family types is determined. The 
2011 census data recovered information, as did the previous census, about the legal 
marital status, but additional data is needed about details of family structure in order 
to unfold the differing views about partnerships held by men and women. Four civil 
status types were identified by law for the 2011 census as: unmarried, married, 
 divorced, or widowed (see Table 8). 

Traditionally the share of women in the population who are married is lower, and 
the share widowed is greater than for men. If these indicators are computed for the 
adult population, the correspondences will be similar, but quantitative results will dif-
fer in detail, in particular as regards unmarried individuals. Thus, in 2000, the share of 
unmarried persons 15 years and older of the total population was only 29.1%, and 
31.8% in 2011. The share of divorcees in the population rose from 9.2% to 14%, while 
for those widowed the figures changed from 7.5% to 10.4 %. By way of contrast the 
married share of the population fell from 54.2% to 43.8%. These changes resulted from 
increased instability of marriages and a real rise in the number of individuals living in 
consensual relationships without having registered these in a civil registry office or 
church. Typically, the largest share of married men (approximately 70%) are found in 
the age group 55–79, but for women the maximum occurs for an average age 20 years 
lower, and varies between 54% and 57%. The shorter life expectancy for men, and the 
tendency for women to marry slightly older men, has led to a greater number of 
 widows than widowers. According to data for 2015, 27% of women were widows for 
the age group 65–69. For the age group incremented by 5 years the share of widows 
(37%) has been measured to exceed slightly the share of married women within this 
bracket. In the age group 75–79, half of all women are widows, while for age 80 and 
above this share is 2/3. 
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Fertility

Fertility is central to the issue of population reproduction. Fertility largely deter-
mines the nature of demographic developments and the rate at which a population 
grows. During the pre-war period a situation developed in the Republic of Latvia inas-
much as fertility was insufficient to ensure complete reproduction of the population. 
During the mid-1930s, the renewal rate had fallen to 80–85%. This threatened depo-
pulation, in particular in Vidzeme and Kurzeme, a situation that was untypical for 
Euro pean states at that time.

Incorporation of Latvia by the USSR interrupted the pre-war socioeconomic de-
velopment and transition in demographic terms to a rational replacement of the popu-
lation; this process was exacerbated by the Second World War, flight from repeated 
occupation by the USSR, as well as various activities by the Soviet regime, including 
the deportation in 1949. A very low birth rate was recorded in the mid-1960s at which 
time the value, only 1.7, of the total fertility rate34 was one of the lowest in the world. 
The number of children born of Latvian parents during the 1970s was lower than the 
number of deaths, for the first time showing signs of the titular ethnicity dying out. A 
number of measures were drafted at the end of the 1970s and the early 1980s to stimu-
late fertility, following which fertility rose, in particular, in 1986–1987, when the total 
fertility rate (2.21) even slightly exceeded the rate necessary simply to replace the 
popu lation (approximately 2.15). The Awakening, including the struggle to renew an 
independent state, took place towards the end of the 1980s, whereupon tensions rose 
in society, migration intensified, in particular, of ethnically mixed families, accompa-
nied by a fall in the material well-being of families, all of which resulted in the num-
bers of births and fertility falling (Fig. 7).

The number of births declined even more after the restoration of independence. 
The total number of births fell from 38 thousand in 1990 to 18 thousand in 1998 or by 
more than a factor of two, while the total fertility rate reached a record low level of 1.1, 
which is only one half of what is necessary for replacement of a generation. This was 
the lowest value in the world. Towards the end of 1999, the Ministry of Welfare drafted 
a concept document, “On Support for Families with Children”, which called for a 
number of measures to support families and to promote a larger number of births. 
Starting in 1999, both absolute and relative indicators rose, reaching a peak in 2007–
2008. Support measures for families put in place over the period 1998–2004 undoubt-
edly contributed to this recovery, in particular by setting minimum maintenance levels 
for children. The drop in the number of children born during the economic crisis years 
was particularly substantial. The number of births in 2009 and 2010 decreased by 10% 
year-on-year, with an additional fall of 9.5% in 2011. Thus, 5472 fewer children were 
born during these three years, or nearly one-quarter. This was due not only to a de-
crease in the age-specific fertility rate (intensity), but also by emigration of women of 
child-bearing age. The fertility rate rose again over the period 2012–2015.

34 The total fertility rate is the average number of children that could be born by a woman over her life, if 
fertility throughout her life would remain constant at the same level as during the given year (period).
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Fertility in Latvia since the end of the previous century was one of the lowest in the 
world. Among EU member states the overall birth coefficient for 2010–2011 was lower 
only in Germany, which country also shows the largest degree of ageing among EU 
member states. The total fertility rate for Latvia is regularly one of the lowest among 
the member states of the EU.35 Fertility in Lithuania, and, in particular, in Estonia, was 
slightly greater, but these values have become nearly identical over the past three years. 
The average number of girls born to women in Latvia who will survive to the average 
age for bearing children (the net reproduction rate) for 2010–2011 fell below 0.65, and 
this number has reached a level of 0.69–0.81 only over the past four years, i.e. still 
19–31% below what is needed for simple replacement of a generation (Fig. 8).

The largest value for fertility is found in Pierīga, and the lowest, in Latgale. Ferti-
lity of ethnic Latvians is slightly higher than that for Russians. During the Soviet pe-
riod, and during the initial period of the independent Republic of Latvia, fertility in 
rural areas was substantially greater than in the cities, with the lowest values of fertility 
found in Riga and in the largest cities; during this century, however, these differences 
no longer exist.

Analyses of the age of mothers of newly born children show that during the Soviet 
period the greatest number of children was born to mothers in the age group 20–24. 

35 In 2013, the CSB corrected its published figures for fertility basing the new values on a revision of figures 
previously published for Latvia covering the time period 2001–2011 (including the values shown in Fig. 7). 
Thus, for example, the total fertility rate for 2011 was raised from 1.10 to 1.34. Following the methodology 
employed by Eurostat, children born of Latvia parents who reside temporarily outside of Latvia were included 
in computing the figure for those born in Latvia.
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This relationship held as well during the 1990s, while starting with 2000 the greatest 
number has been born to women in the age group 26–29, and, furthermore, since 2011 
more children have been born to women in the age group 30–34, than in the age group 
20–24. According to data published by the CSB, the average age of mothers at the time 
of giving birth was 26 years during the Soviet period, while in 2015 this average age 
was 30 years, broken down as follows: 27.0 for birth of the first child, 30.7 for the se-
cond child. These average ages for the EU are even greater. Nevertheless, this rise in 
the average age of women at childbirth, in particular for the first child, cannot be seen 
as optimal. The share of first-born children over the time period 1992–2009 was more 
than 50% of all births, and only in recent years this share has declined to 43%. Further-
more, there has been a tendency for the share of second and third children to rise. In 
2013–2015 this share reached the highest value over the entire period of independence 
and exceeded the respective figures from the 1980s in the Soviet period when the birth 
rate reached a maximum. 

A number of surveys have reported the wish of a majority of married couples to 
raise two or three children36, yet these wishes have not been realised in any generation. 
Such an outcome has resulted from passive policies implemented by the state in sup-
porting families with children and in regulating migration. It was noted at the Third 

36 In a survey carried out in 2011 with more than 2600 responses from individuals within the reproductive age 
group, approximately one-half opted for two children, while 21% of male respondents and 23% of female respon-
dents preferred three children. Women who are in a registered relationship on average favour a larger number 
of children than those living in consensual (unregistered) relationships. Opinions about the desirable number 
of children have not substantially changed since 2003 independent of the consequences of the economic crisis.
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International Riga Family Forum, “The Natural Family as a Value and State’s Priority” 
(13 May 2011), that, “decisions taken in the corridors of power are not conducive of 
raising trust in the social welfare system, and are unfriendly towards families and 
children”.37 

The Council for Demographic and Family Affairs was created in 2003 in Latvia. 
Regulations adopted by the Cabinet of Ministers provided for the chairman of this 
Council to be the Minister of Children and Family Affairs. The Council for Demo-
graphic Affairs chaired by the Prime Minister was created eight years later, in 2011, 
but in early 2016 a Prime Ministerial decision was taken to establish a Centre of De-
mography (see also the following section).

Vitality of the population, mortality, and natural decrease 

A substantial fall in mortality and changes in the causes of death in Latvia started 
during the first half of the 19th century, i.e. considerably earlier than in other parts of 
Tsarist Russia, excepting Estonia. At the end of the 19th century, the expected life ex-
pectancy for newly-born babies reached 43 years, or 10–11 years longer than the aver-
age in the European part of Russia. Life expectancy rose to 54 years in 1924–1925, and 
approached 60 years just before the start of Soviet occupation.

A calculation based on data from the 1959 census shows that the average life ex-
pectancy at that time had reached 69 years, and 71 years in the mid-1960s. This was 
followed by a period when this indicator stabilised or even declined. This negative 
trend was overcome only during the 1980s, but failed to reach the life expectancy of 
the 1960s, and lagged behind life expectancy in economically developed countries.

During the first years of independence, the number of deaths and other measures 
of mortality rose further, reaching a maximum during the mid-1990s (see Fig. 9), and 
in succeeding years the numbers of deaths and mortality rates showed a tendency to 
fall. The result was that at the start of the 21st century the average life expectancy at birth 
approached that which had been reached forty years earlier (71 years). However, further 
progress was minimal until 2007, and it is only after 2008 that the published indicators 
of mortality decreased (absolute numbers, overall and age-specific coefficients).

The average life expectancy for new born boys rose from 65.3 years in 2007 to 
67.5 years in 2009, while for girls the corresponding figures were 76.2 to 77.6 years, re-
spectively. Such a rapid increase in life expectancy during the economic crisis period 
leads to doubts about these figures, which may be explained by shortcomings in the 
statistical data and calculation methodology. As can be seen from the data in Table 9 
the average life expectancy for men in 2015 at 69.7 years was greater by 5.5 years over 
the average life expectancy in 1990. For women the record high life expectancy 
(79.3  years) exceeds by 4.7 years the life expectancy from 25 years ago. The lowest 
 figures for life expectancy were for 1994 and 1995 when the number of external (un-

37 Resolution adopted by the III International Forum. Accessible at: http://asociacijagimene.lv/tresais-
starptautiskais-forums-dabiga-gimene-ka-vertiba-un-valsts-prioritate/ (site last visited 27.03.2016).
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natural) causes of death were in evidence. From 1991 to the turn of the century, in-
juries, accidents, and suicide accounted for nearly 50 thousand deaths in Latvia. In 
Latvia, mortality due to these causes was 3–4 times greater than the average figures for 
the most developed countries in Europe. Substantial reduction in the instances of un-
natural death as well as reduction in the mortality rate for children has led during our 
present century to a significant rise in average life expectancy, in particular for men.

Table 9
Expected average life expectancy at birth (years) in Latvia, 1990–2015

Years Both sexes
Of these

men women
1990 69.5 64.2 74.6
1995 66.7 60.8 73.1
2000 70.2 64.6 75.8
2005 70.7 64.9 76.3
2010 73.1 67.9 77.9
2015 74.7 69.7 79.3

Source: Demography 2016. Riga: CSB, p. 93.

Whereas life expectancy in Latvia still lags behind levels observed in economically 
advanced countries, it has begun to approach average levels for the EU taken as a 
whole. The current life expectancy means that one-fifth of all newly born will not 
reach the age of 60 since the premature death rate remains relatively high. Data show 
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that the length of a healthy life in the state is relatively short. Over the past few years, 
the average length of a healthy life for men has fluctuated between 52 to 53 years, while 
for women this figure is approximately 55 years; these levels are among the lowest 
among the member states of the EU.38 In any event the goal set for public health in 
Latvia to be reached by 2010 in terms of raising the national average life expectancy to 
95% of the EU was not reached. 

The public health system in Latvia receives only three percent of the state budget, 
which level of financing is significantly lower than in most EU member states, leading 
to substantial payments by patients and inequality in health care. Unhealthy habits are 
relatively wide spread, including alcohol abuse and regular smoking, in particular by 
teenagers and among young people.

The mortality of men has been substantially greater than that for women over the 
first decade of independence, as a result of which the difference in average life expect-
ancy has varied between 11 and 12 years, a difference that is considerably greater than 
that found in the economically most developed states. Over the recent decade, these 
differences have become slightly smaller, but they still are remarkable in the interna-
tional context. 

These statistics show that a substantial difference persists in the life expectancy of 
men and women. The average life expectancy of women in 2015 (79.3 years) exceeded 
that for men by almost 10 years. This difference is similar or even greater only in 
Lithuania, Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. An increased mortality rate for rural residents 
was already discovered during the Soviet period, which could be understood by a lower 
level of medical care and understanding of hygiene issues by the population. This ob-
servation remains today even under new socio-economic conditions — the mortality 
in rural areas is higher, and life expectancy lower by 1–2 years than for urban dwellers.

The first tabulated results for mortality in 1958–1959 showed that mortality for eth-
nic Latvians was lower than that for Russians and other minorities combined. Later stu-
dies, including those for the independence period confirmed this finding; however, the 
measured differences were slight. These studies also showed the importance of education 
level of residents as regards their life expectancy: as the level of education is greater so 
the mortality rate is lower and a longer life is to be expected. There is also a regularity 
that the married ones have a lower number of deaths and longer life expectancy.

From the data presented in Fig. 9 it is evident that during the period of indepen-
dence the number of deaths exceeded the number of births with the consequence that 
there is a pronounced natural decline in the population, in particular at the turn of the 
century. The greatest excess of deaths over births was recorded in 1994 and 1995, when 
this difference exceeded 17 thousand. In 2015, the population decreased for natural 
reasons by 6.5 thousand. This natural fall in population was even smaller only in 1991 
and 1992. Forecasts by Eurostat and the leading demographers of Latvia concur in that 

38 Demography Report 2010: older, more numerous and diverse Europeans. Commission staff working 
document. Luxembourg: Eurostat, 2010, p. 36. Accessible at: http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId= 
6824&langId=en (site last visited 03.04.2016); Key figures on Europe (2015). Luxembourg: Eurostat, 
2015, p.47. Accessible at: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/document8f0-b086-4410da85d6b6 (site last visited 
03.04.2016).



235

even in future (over the next two decades) there will be a negative balance between 
births and deaths. It is found that the natural decrease in the number of residents is 
found to be systematic in all regions. It is only in the region of Pierīga, where a rise in 
residents due to internal migration has been found from 2012 onwards, the number of 
births and deaths was similar in 2014 and 2015. The ten largest ethnic groups living in 
Latvia have seen a negative balance due to natural movements from 2011 onwards. 
During the independence period, the number of children born of ethnic Latvian 
 parents has only exceed the number of deaths for the period 2014–2016. It is impor-
tant under these conditions to develop and implement a long-term programme of 
complex measures to overcome depopulation. 

In the UN Conference on Population and Development held in 1994 in Cairo, an 
action programme was adopted for the time period to 2014 wherein all governments 
and parliaments were urged to pay greater attention to assessing the demographic situ-
ation and implement the needed changes if there is an imbalance in the state between 
social and economic goals and demographic indicators.39 In our opinion this differ-
ence throughout the independence period in Latvia is readily visible, yet the reaction 
of all governments has been inadequate to deal with depopulation processes, a ten-
dency that has become pronounced from the mid-1990s onwards. It is true that the 
Subcommittee on Demographic Matters was established already in December 1992 by 
the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia, and the Demographic Committee was 
created by the Cabinet of Ministers at the beginning of 1994; however, both the parlia-
mentary committee and the Demographic Council were ineffectual in practice. In 
2011, the government and the Saeima once more founded a Council and a Subcom-
mittee on Demographic Matters. This is, undoubtedly, a step in the direction of a more 
active approach to demographic issues, however, up to now neither decisions that have 
been taken nor actions taken inspire confidence that the situation as regards reproduc-
tion of the population will improve visibly in the near future. It is symptomatic that a 
special announcement was made by the Latvian Academy of Sciences in 2012 high-
lighting the unfavourable demographic situation,40 and inviting the government and 
society to change their values, to pay special attention to the process of population re-
production, family values, and creating an environment that will stimulate return of 
individuals who have emigrated.

Internal migration and long-term international migration

Migration within the territory of a country is usually deemed as internal migra-
tion, but migration across state borders is described as external (international) migra-
tion, with both of these processes impacting the population numbers and composition. 

39 Programme of Action adopted at the international conference on Population and Development, Cairo, 5–13 Sep-
tember 1994. New York: United Nations, 1996, pp. 35, 112; Starptautiskās konferences “Par iedzīvotājiem un 
attīstību” Rīcības programmas kopsavilkums. Rīga: UNDP, Apgāds Jāņa sēta, 1998, 14., 25. lpp.

40 LZA paziņojums par demogrāfisko situāciju valstī. Zinātnes Vēstnesis, Nr. 4, 12.03.2012, 1. lpp.

Pēteris Zvidriņš    THE POPULATION OF LATVIA



236 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

External migration tends to be smaller in terms of numbers, than the number of resi-
dents deciding to move to another part of the country. Studies have shown that during 
the Soviet period migration was significant both within a republic and across republic 
borders, within the USSR, whereas international migration was rare. Up until the 
1980s, the principal form of migration comprised movement from rural areas to cities 
(in particular, to larger cities), resulting in a rise solely due to migration in residents in 
the latter by 3/4.

The political and economic changes which took place at the beginning of the 1990s 
led to a radical change in the direction of internal and external migrations, as well as 
their extent and intensity. Migration movements within the country decreased (in part 
because statistics about internal migration ceased to be recorded within a city or a mu-
nicipality). Riga was still the destination of preference for most migrants in that more 
than one-half of the dominant flows were associated with the capital city; however, the 
intensity of migration there is even lower when compared with the situation in other 
regions.41 The greatest migration intensity on a regional level was found in Latgale and 
Kurzeme.42 The greatest change took place in Pierīga where the rise in number of resi-
dents is due to internal migration, both in towns and in rural areas at locations that at-
tracted investments. The number of jobs available in Riga has led to commuting in 
migration flow. From 1993 to 2002, rural areas in general, including in Latgale, were 
characterised by an increase in the number of residents due to internal migration. 
However, from 2003 onwards, cities have again dominated migration processes. Analy-
ses of migration flows demonstrate a concentration of residents in the central part of 
the country, in particular in the agglomeration of Riga, which finding calls up the need 
for strengthening regional policy, the promotion of sustainable development in all re-
gions of the country.43

Sustained movements by residents in recent years are those to Riga and Pierīga, 
and between Riga and Pierīga. The migration rate from rural areas to cities during this 
decade has been assessed by specialists and government bodies as somewhat too rapid, 
but migration to the agglomeration of Riga has generally been supported, preferring to 
follow a non-interference policy.

In terms of external migration emigration has prevailed over immigration. The 
data in Table 10 show that the number of emigrants substantially exceeded the number 
of immigrants over all of the five-year periods. The tendency was most pronounced 
immediately after renewal of independence, but persists even after Accession to the 
EU. Nearly 600 thousand persons have left Latvia since the restoration of state inde-
pendence, while the total number of immigrants has been more than 160 thousand. 
The negative sum of these processes has meant that an annual average of 17 thousand 
persons have left Latvia for a total of almost 450 thousand individuals; this shows up 
the unfavourable situation that set in after the recovery of independence.

41 Zvidriņš, P. Paaudžu nomaiņa un migrācija Latvijā. Politikas gadagrāmata. Latvija 2007. Rīga:  Zinātne, 
2008, 67. lpp.

42 Bērziņš, M. Iekšzemes migrācijas reģionālās dimensijas Latvijā. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. A daļa. 
65. sēj., Nr. 3/4, 2011, 48. lpp. 

43 Krišjāne, Z., Bauls, A. Migrācijas reģionālās iezīmes Latvijā. Demogrāfiskā situācija šodien un rīt. Rīga: 
Zinātne, 2005, 147. lpp.
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Table 10
Registered international migration, 1991–2015

Year
Immigration Emigration Net migration

total annual average total annual average total annual average
1991–1995 30 842 6168 168 230 33 646 –137 388 –27 478
1996–2000 17 079 3416 62 844 12 569 –45 765 –9 153
2001–2005 27 616 5523 93 833 18 767 –66 217 –13 244
2006–2010 28 149 5630 137 386 27 477 –109 237 –21 847
2011–2015 51 680 10 336 117 171 23 434 –65 491 –13 098
1991–2015 155 366 6215 579 464 23 179 –424 098 –16 964

Source: Demography 2016, p. 108; CSB database and the author’s own calculations.

The numbers of persons who officially register their departure are only a small 
fraction of all who have left, as was thrown into sharp relief by results from the 2011 
census. According to assessments by the author the actual net out migration during 
the period between two censuses (2000–2011) was six times greater than the registered 
figures.44 This process was particularly pronounced during the economic crisis years. 
Over the period from 2008 to 2011, inclusive, the number of residents who left was 
113 thousand, or more than 28 thousand annually, reaching a peak in 2009 and 2010. 
It was paradoxical that at the 2009 UN-organised survey of governments (monitoring) 
our officials expressed satisfaction with the emigration process under way and held to 
non-intervention policy.45 It is true that the government judged emigration levels in 
2011 and 2013 as too high.46

Analyses of the extent of emigration and the composition of emigrants are ham-
pered by insufficiently qualitative information that is available; this also affects study 
of the destinations of emigrants. The population of Latvia decreased by more than 
180 thousand persons, or by 7%, due to emigration between 1991 and the turn of the 
century. At the beginning of the 1990s, most departed for the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States, largely to the Russian Federation. However, gradually the fraction of 
persons emigrating to former Soviet republics diminished in the total emigrating, and 
the tendency grew for emigration to the West, including the fraction departing for 
North America. 

The extent of economically-motivated emigration increased after integration into 
the EU labour market. More than 270 thousand individuals have departed from Latvia 
since 2005. The preferred destinations were Great Britain, Ireland, the Scandinavian 
countries, and Russia.47 It is noteworthy that young people, typically in the age group 

44 Zvidrins, P., Indans, I. Migration in Latvia: trends, effects and prospects. International Migration of Popula-
tion in the Post-soviet Territory. Moscow: Lomonosov Moscow State University, 2011, pp. 152–165.

45 World Population Policies 2009. New York: United Nations, 2010, p. 288.
46 World Population Policies 2013. New York: United Nations, 2013, p. 332.
47 Migration to Russia dominated the figures over the period from 2000 to 2009, and it was only in 2010 that 

the number of officially registered number of persons going to Great Britain substantially exceeded the num-
ber going to Russia. This relationship has continued in subsequent years. In 2013, 73% of the total number 
emigrating from Latvia left for EU member states, predominantly Germany and Great Britain. See: Latvia. 
Statistics in Brief 2015. Riga: CSB of Latvia, 2015, p. 6. 
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25–29, dominate the numbers emigrating, both registered and unregistered. The frac-
tion of women is greater than of men among these emigrants. A relatively large frac-
tion of emigrants are engaged in studying. The econometrist Mihails Hazans has gath-
ered data from surveys and carried out additional calculations, and concluded that, in 
2009–2010, the fraction of non-Latvians rose among emigrants when compared with 
the situation previous to the economic crisis, as well as the fraction of individuals who 
are self-employed, or oriented towards starting their own business, and highly edu-
cated persons.48 In recent years the fraction of Latvians among immigrants has fallen 
from 49% in 2011 to 36% in 2014–2015, while the fraction of Russians has remained at 
a level of 30–31%. By contrast, among those emigrating, the fraction of Latvians rose 
from 39% to 51%, the Russian fraction decreasing from 37% to 29%.

It is for these reasons that a national policy needs to be implemented targeted at 
migration as a priority for sustainable development of the state. It is furthermore not 
enough to focus on out emigration — immigration issues also must be addressed. Up 
to now, immigration policies have been designed to protect the local job market. In 
future an important problem will be attracting guest workers to fill gaps in export- 
oriented sectors in Latvia. Since 2015, dealing with refugees from Syria, Iraq, and other 
countries in the throes of a civil war have become an important challenge for Latvia.

Projected demographic developments

Forecasting demographic developments has become an important part at global 
and national level, as well as working out plans and programmes for the development 
of important sectors of the economy. Demographic forecasts by their nature provide 
informative input in elaborating plans for economic and social development. In prac-
tice it is difficult to find any aspect of economic and social life in the development of 
which demographic forecast data are not used, in particular, information about the 
prospective population numbers, their composition by age and sex, family structures, 
employment, and forecasts of birth, mortality and migration rates. In a number of 
countries, including Latvia, government bodies and the general public pay attention to 
expected changes in the ethnic composition of the population.

Demographic indicators are one of three priority strategic indicators within the 
National Development Plan for 2014–2020 (NDP 2020) in particular as regards the 
priority “Human Securitability” to provide a “Stable foundation for generation re-
newal”. Nevertheless, the forecasts of both the demography specialists of Latvia, and 
those of international organisations, such as the UN and Eurostat, do not show that 
depopulation in Latvia can be avoided in the medium term. Furthermore, the most 
probable scenario forecasts a negative natural increase, as well as a negative balance of 
migration, over the coming years. At the beginning of the 21st century, demographers 

48 Hazans, M. Changing face of Latvian emigration. 2000–2010. Human Development Report 2010/2011: Na-
tional identity, mobility and capability. Zepa, B., Kļava, E. (eds.). Rīga: Advanced Social and Political Re-
search Institute of the University of Latvia, 2011, p. 82.
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of the UL, guided by the author of this paper, in cooperation with the CSB and special-
ists at Eurostat, developed several likely scenarios for demographic changes. The me-
dian scenario, based on a rise in fertility and improvements in life expectancy, never-
theless showed that a natural increase will not be achieved during the first half of this 
century.49 It is only in case of the optimistic scenario, with a simultaneous rise in fer-
tility and fall in mortality, that a minimal natural increase in population would be ob-
tained from 2037 onwards. A substantial rise in fertility and decrease in mortality al-
lows an even more optimistic scenario, one where these rates equalise earlier, and signs 
of which are already evident in the most recent forecasts by Latvian specialists and in-
cluded in government documents.50 However, overly optimistic possibilities of achiev-
ing the desired changes in indicators are found in some instances, for example in re-
ports prepared in 2015 by the Interdepartmental Coordination Centre. It is noteworthy 
that in the main  (and most credible) scenario forecast by Eurostat the number of 
births will be smaller than the number of deaths through to mid-century. The pro-
gnoses issued by the EU Statistical Office also show a natural decline in population for 
Lithuania and Estonia. 

Notwithstanding the decrease in the rate of emigration between 2013 and 2015, a 
net balance in favour of emigration over immigration is expected to persist for the 
near and even longer term. Forecasts issued by Eurostat in 2015 show that this situa-
tion is likely to persist over the next two decades. This situation is likely to be more 
acute in Lithuania, and tangibly less pronounced in Estonia. It can be anticipated that 
the numbers leaving and arriving in Latvia will be balanced around 2035, with a small 
net number immigrating thereafter, especially were the demographic pressure exerted 
by countries in Africa and in other countries undergoing development to continue.

The data in Table 11 show that fertility, most likely, will continue to increase 
slightly, as well as vitality, in particular that of men. The average life expectancy for 
men could reach 79 by mid-century, while for women it could reach 85–86, a value 
that would exceed slightly the current average figure for the EU. Currently mortality in 
Latvia still has a large component due to external causes of death. According to the 
Latvian Strategy for Sustainable Development to 2030 (LSSD 2030), mortality is to be 
halved by 2030 in this way leading to an increased life expectancy, particularly for 
men. There is considerable scope to achieve this outcome by also reducing deaths 
caused by blood circulation disorders.

The population in Latvia will continue to age. The share of the population 65 years 
of age and older, will rise by a factor of one and a half by 2050, whereas the share of the 
population of working age will steadily fall. The share of children will remain at present 
levels, and might even increase slightly. Latvia will occupy a leading place in terms of 

49 Zvidriņš, P. Latvijas iedzīvotāju skaita un vecuma sastāva prognozes. Demogrāfiskā attīstība Latvijā 21. gad-
simta sākumā. Rīga: Zinātne, 2006, 180. lpp.

50 See the reports, Latvijas ilgtspējīgas attīstības stratēģijas līdz 2030. gadam, Nacionālās attīstības plāns 
2014.–2020. gadam, and Deklarācijas par Laimdotas Straujumas vadītā Ministru kabineta iecerēto darbību 
īste nošanas uzraudzības ziņojums. Rīga, Pārresoru koordinācijas centrs, 2015, 86., 106. u.c. lpp. Accessible 
at: http://www .pkc.gov.lv/ images/MP_zinojums/MPzin_07092015_Uzraudzibas_zinojums.pdf (site last 
visited 03.04.2016).
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several indicators of ageing in the EU, and in the world at large. There will be a rapid 
rise in the number of very old individuals (age 80+) as well as their share in the popu-
lation (from 4.8% in 2015 to 10.5% in 2050).

It is possible to predict on the basis of analyses of demographic processes and fore-
casts of critical indicators, that over the coming years the population numbers will 
continue to decline. Furthermore, this decline will be one of the steepest among mem-
ber states of the EU and even in the world. Nevertheless, the author finds the Eurostat 
forecast on the drop in population of Latvia from 1.88 million in 2020 to 1.63 million 
in 2030, and a further decrease to 1.35 million in 2080 to be excessively pessimistic 
and unsubstantiated. Given the documents published recently by the Latvian parlia-
ment and government, among these LSSD 2030, and recent government declarations 
on implementation of a work plan, including enumeration of specific targets to be met 
so as to reach desirable development goals, with provision for evaluating actual results, 
more optimistic medium and long-term scenarios might obtain, as for example, those 
of forecasts by the UN Population Division as published in 201551. Reduction of the 
popu lation to 1.59 million seems to the author to be the pessimistic rather than the 
most likely outcome.

Table 11
UN and EU forecasts for Latvia for the period up to 2050

(main variant)

Indicator 2015 2020 2030 2040 2050
Population, millions 1.99 1.92 1.81 1.69 1.59
Working age numbers 
(15–64), thousands

1295 1234 1120 1040 948

Elderly (65+) share, % 19.3 20.5 25.3 27.8 28.2
Median age,** years 42.5 43.8 46.7 48.6 43.9
Number of births, thousands 20.6* 17.8 13.1 14.8 14.8
Number of deaths, thousands 28.7* 27.0 24.2 22.3 21.1
Natural decrease, thousands –8.1* –9.2 –11.1 –7.5 –6.3
Total fertility rate 1.52* 1.60 1.68 1.73 1.76
Infant mortality, per thousand (boys/girls) 10.8/4.1 8.8/6.9 5.9/4.7 3.9/3.2 2.6/2.1
Average life expectancy, years 
males
females

69.7
79.3

71.1
80.3

73.8
82.2

76.4
83.9

78.7
85.5

Net migration, thousands –11.5 –14.3 –9.9 0.9 0.7
Unemployment level 
age group 20–64, in %

11.9* 12.2 10.1 7.3 7.3

* actually in 2013. ** half of the population are younger, half are older than this value
Source: Eurostat database EUROPOP2013; United Nations DESA, Population Division (2015) World Popula-
tion Prospects: The 2015 Revision, Vol. 1: Comprehensive Tables, pp. 23, 248, 249.

51 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. World Population Pro-
spects. The 2015 Revision. Key findings and advance tables. Accessible at: http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/
publications/files/key_findings_wpp_2015.pdf (site last visited 03.04.2016).
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No scientific forecasts have been made in recent years concerning the future 
demo graphic evolution of Latvians and ethnic minorities living in Latvia. Neverthe-
less, simple extrapolation of current tendencies shows that the numbers of all of the 
largest ethnic groups in Latvia will continue to decline. The share of ethnic Latvians in 
the total population will continue slowly to rise, and the share of the Russian, Belaru-
sian, Ukrainian, Polish communities, and the other substantial ethnic groups will con-
tinue to decrease.

Forecasts show that the importance of the Riga planning region (the city of Riga 
and its adjacent areas, Pierīga) will continue to increase in respect of national social 
and economic development. This region has slightly more than a million residents, 
which represents more than 50% of the total population of the country. In the near fu-
ture this share will continue to increase, while elsewhere the share of local residents 
will fall, in particular, in rural regions, small towns, the regions close to our borders 
and in many places throughout Latgale, which affirms lower competitiveness of these 
areas to attract residents. These findings also suggest that an intense period of urbani-
sation will again set in so that greater attention needs to be paid to the spatial distribu-
tion of residents throughout the country as well as efforts to optimise regional develop-
ment. If the present regional development policy were to persist, the targets set out in 
NDP 2020 in terms of balanced social and economic development will not be met.

Conclusions and recommendations

During the period after restoration of the Republic of Latvia, substantial changes 
have taken place in almost all aspects of how the population is evolving. In terms of 
on-going demographic processes a notable feature is the steady decrease in the popu-
lation, including in the number of ethnic Latvians. This has occurred every year after 
the restoration of independence, both as a result of natural processes, with deaths ex-
ceeding births, as well as due to international migration. Emigration has been the 
dominant driving force for the decrease in population during the early 1990s and also 
in the present century.

More than a quarter of the population has been lost during the period of state in-
dependence. In terms of population losses our country has been one of the leading 
countries in the world, in particular after opening of the EU-wide labour market. In 
2014, the total population sank below the two million mark. Unemployment rose 
sharply under conditions of the economic crisis, which produced an unprecedented 
wave of emigration. Most individuals who left the country did not officially declare the 
fact. Official numbers of emigrants during this century are substantially lower than the 
actual numbers, a fact highlighted during the 2011 census; this has meant that many 
published statistics were unreliable.

Slow growth of economic well-being is one of the causes for depopulation. The 
gross national product has risen slowly during the years of independence, while dif-
ferentiation of the population has taken place according to income. The result is that 
Latvia is among the poorest countries of the EU, lagging behind its neighbours,  Estonia 
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and Lithuania. At the same time the education level of the population has risen signifi-
cantly, and thus also their corresponding material and non-materials needs. Faced 
with passive demographic policies the younger generation has reacted by getting mar-
ried later, or not getting married at all, living in unofficial relationships, and with a 
much reduced number of children in a family. One-third of all families are incomplete, 
and these are often characterised by a single child. There are a relatively large number 
of single individuals without any family members. An unfavourable situation has 
arisen in terms of health and vitality issues (being particularly acute for men). 

This study shows that the current spatial distribution of the population and labour 
force is far from optimal. Approximately half of the population lives and works in the 
centre of the country, in the capital city of Riga and surrounding agglomeration. For 
its part Latgale finds itself in a situation where fertility is the lowest and depopulation 
processes the most pronounced.

Forecasts of population changes clearly demonstrate that over the foreseeable fu-
ture it will continue to decrease independent of the tangible increase in fertility and 
life expectancy seen over the last decade. Nevertheless, it would be possible to arrest 
depopulation through a well-thought out complex long-term programme. Developing 
such a programme was called for in the 2014–2016 declaration by the Cabinet of 
Minis ters, but in reality only a few elements of the programme were implemented, 
more pronounced in support for families.

The state needs urgently to address critical demographic problems which are, 
further more, a priority issue for the Latvian people, given that the total population of 
Latvia is systematically reducing and ageing, with Latvians dying out. The first priority 
among several must be to effect a rise in fertility, followed by systematically raising the 
average life expectancy (particularly among men), reducing the rate of emigration and 
achieving the return migration of even a fraction of those Latvians, or individuals of 
Latvian origin, now living abroad who already have left Latvia. There is a pressing need 
to implement a national policy concerning families, as well as to take measures with 
respect to immigration which correspond to national interests.

It is important to raise the quality of statistical data on demography, in particular 
as regards migration, in order more precisely to describe demographic processes. Dur-
ing this century, data published by various state bodies, in the first instance publicly 
accessible databases from the Central Statistics Board of the Republic of Latvia often 
did not reflect the true situation, thereby misleading the public about ongoing demo-
graphic processes, diminishing the prestige of the social sciences as well of state gover-
nance. The importance of issues addressed to development of the state and society is 
so important that once again (as was the case 30–35 years ago) the need arises that a 
demographic studies centre be re-established as well as allocating more financial sup-
port for specific projects (programmes). Latvia is one of the few EU member states 
which no longer possess a specialised centre for demography; correspondingly partici-
pation is weak in international studies.



243

About the author

Pēteris Zvidriņš (b. 1943) — Dr. habil. oec. (demography), full member of the 
Latvian Academy of Sciences (since 1992), member of the European Academy 
of Sciences and Arts (since 2006), Head of the UL Department of Statistics and 
Demography (1979–2013), Professor. Deputy Chairman and Chairman of the 
Latvian Council of Science (1993–1995), President (1999–2010) and Member 
of the Board of the Latvian Statisticians Association, member of the European 
Association of Population Studies and the International Union for the Scientific 
Study of Population. Member of the Demographic Committee of the Cabinet 
of Ministers, Director of the UL Doctoral Studies Programme in Demography 
(1999-2017). Has published more than 350 scholarly articles and is the author 
of the textbook Demogrāfija. Winner of the LAS K. Balodis Prize (1996), and 
the M. Skujenieks Prize (2004). Research interests: demographic processes in 
Latvia and in the Baltic region, population policy, demographic forecasting. 

Pēteris Zvidriņš    THE POPULATION OF LATVIA



Ina Druviete, Andrejs Veisbergs

THE LATVIAN LANGUAGE  
IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

The Latvian language is the symbol and the main existential prerequisite for the Latvian ethnos. 
As the official state language of the Republic of Latvia it forms the instrumental background for 
integration of Latvia’s society and is one of the official languages of the European Union. The Latvian 
language is also part of global linguistic diversity facing all the challenges of the processes of glo-
balisation. With secured state language status Latvian can be expected to develop and accommodate 
the needs of its users while retaining its rich heritage. Since the restoration of independence, the 
position of Latvian has seriously improved both legally and demographically. Linguistically, despite 
wars and suppression, Latvian was standardised, expanded, and modernised in the 20th century and 
is undergoing further change and development as befits a full-fledged cultured official language. 
The 20th century saw three comprehensive shifts of the main contact language of Latvian: German, 
Russian, and English which have affected many linguistic patterns.

Keywords: Latvian, official language, state language, language policies, language development, mul-
tilingualism 

Introduction

The Latvian language is the symbol and the main existential prerequisite for the 
Latvian ethnos. As the official state language of the Republic of Latvia it forms the in-
strumental background for integration of Latvia’s society and is one of the official lan-
guages of the European Union. The Latvian language is also part of global linguistic 
diversity facing all the challenges of the processes of globalisation.

There are two main approaches in the language policy discourse; the first one 
treats languages as mere instruments for communication in some cases rejecting ide-
ological aspects of language and doubting the concept of nation-state with the official 
language as the unifying factor; the second one sees the language as a symbol of na-
tional/ethnic identity. The discussions do not cease because at their core they touch 
upon such never-ending questions as to what is identity; of what elements does it 
consist; is identity part of an objective reality or a subjective feeling; is identity (or at 
least its elements) recognisable as a value to be consciously cultivated and protected, 
and if so — how do we achieve this. It is important to emphasise especially that this 
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question of identity does not have any direct origin-relationship with the actual hier-
archy or legal status in a competing languages situation. Language, as identity, is 
mostly understood to be a “non-negotiable” and yet difficult to define value, which 
has anchored itself in the ingrown or learned level of social consciousness. This ideal 
fits in also with the existing real-time situation, and may be observed both in attitude 
to language as well as in linguistic behaviour. One could propose the assumption that 
in the area of language there is a mythical stereotyping going on. This touches on the 
community and quite possibly on its formulations about reality, which is a meaning-
ful and expressive factor in a definite culture or subculture. Stereotypes are usually 
characterised as having evolved from insufficient information and understanding, 
thus morphing into something that has been simplified but is sufficiently strong in it-
self to assume a clear identity. In the distribution of multi-media, these stereotypes 
gain a much greater sales opportunity and thus are reinforced as they come into com-
mon usage. In the sphere of language the situation becomes more complicated be-
cause it seems as if nobody has the right to criticise other members of society for 
their incomplete understanding on some indispensable aspect of their everyday exist-
ence.  

Australian political scientist U. Ozolins has stated that, “there are few countries 
in the world in which language policy has been more central to issues of national life 
and politics than in the Baltic States”.1 Indeed, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia despite 
their rather different language situations at present, could be called language-centred 
countries and societies. As the other Baltic States, Latvia embodies the “language as 
heart and core” approach both in official language policy and in public opinion. 
There are obvious historical, geopolitical, and psychological reasons for this, and 
these attitudes cannot be changed voluntarily in a short period of time, even if poli-
cy-makers, scholars, NGO activists or somebody else would like to do so. “Historical 
understanding in assessing contemporary language policy” is necessary, even man-
datory if one wants to provide a fair judgment of the language situation in countries 
that have “undergone a fundamental return to values and orientations previously 
denied.”2

Only three decades have passed since the Latvian speakers were subjected to overt 
or covert Russification, the sociolinguistic functions of Latvian were restricted. The 
historical experience and high profile of language issues in everyday discourse heavily 
influence the attitude also towards the English language as a newcomer in the Latvia’s 
language market. “The perception of multilingualism and the EU stance differs be-
cause of the contradictions and reflects the huge variety of linguistic situations. The 
Baltic experience tends to highlight that the imposition of EU standards (unclear as 
such) on the basis of a synchronic situation in the new member states without taking 

1 Ozolins, U. Between Russian and European hegemony: Current language policy in the Baltic States. Current 
Issues in Language and Society, Vol. 6, No. 1, 1999, p. 6 (6–47). 

2 Hogan-Brun, G., Ozolins, U., Ramoniene, M., Rannut, M. Language Politics and Practices in the Baltic 
States. Language Planning and Policy in Europe. Vol 3. The Baltic States, Ireland and Italy. Kaplan, R. B., 
Baldauf, R. B., Jr. (eds.). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd., 2008, p. 38 (31–192).
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into  account the diachronic aspect can be counterproductive, negatively affecting the 
consolidation and integration of the population.”3 Thus, the Latvian case study may 
add some additional aspects and nuances to the universal knowledge on models of 
language coexistence and competition.4

Development of the Latvian language before the independence

Latvian is one of the two live Baltic languages, spoken today by approximately 
1.5  million people, 1.3 million of them residing in Latvia. Latvians have resided in 
their present-day geographical area for more than 3000 years. Due to the geographical 
position, the territory of present Latvia has been fought over by the big powers since 
the time the Latvian ethnos was formed. In the early 1200s, Latvians came under as-
sault from Germanic crusaders seeking to impose Christianity. The territory of Latvia 
together with a part of a present-day Estonia became known as Livonia. Another part 
inhabited by Latvians came under Polish government, and yet another part, inhabited 
by Latvians and Estonians, under Danish and Swedish dominance. Though Latvian is 
an old language written monuments exist only since the 16th century when the Ger-
man clergy and enlighteners in the light of Reformation took an interest to it, trans-
lated the Bible and started producing books, gradually working out the Old Written 
Latvian. Written language demands certain standardisation.  In the first Latvian norm 
sources — grammars and dictionaries of the 17th–18th centuries (J. G. Rehehusen, 
G. Mancelius, H. Adolphi, K. Fürecker, J. Lange, G. F. Stender, a.o.), as well as in the 
translation of the Bible (E. Glück) one finds a strange mix of living colloquial Latvian, 
Latvian folksong language and church texts translations. Parallel to this language, 
 Latvians themselves spoke various closely related dialects and retained their poetic 
language in a multitude of folksongs. Latvians were a peasant nation in a virtual state 
of serfdom and segregation under the German landlords since the 12th century. The 
changing powers in the region (Swedes, Poles, Russians, and Danes) did not pay much 
attention to this stratum and mainly communicated with the German elite. Thus, the 
position of Latvian was similar to that of the colonial people, which incidentally en-
sured survival of their language and customs. Prussians, another Baltic people, did not 
undergo such rigid segregation and consequently were quickly assimilated by  Germans 
and lost their language. Under some rulers, especially Swedes, primary education was 
offered in Latvian, so were the church sermons, read by the German clergy. When the 
territory after the Great Northern War (1700–1721) was joined to Russia, German elite 
received various concessions and autonomy and German was the language of ad-
ministration, though Germans constituted 6% of the population, Latvians 90%, the 
rest being Jews, Russians, and Poles. The Latvian language was subjected to discrimi-

3  Veisbergs, A. Reality and perceptions of multilingualism in the Baltic States. Humanities and Social Scien-
ces. Latvia. Vol. 21, No. 1 (Spring–Summer), p. 52 (52–71). 

4  Baltiņš, M.,  Druviete, I., Veisbergs, A. (eds.). Break-out of Latvian. A Sociolinguistic Study of  Situation, 
Attitudes, Processes, and Tendencies. Rīga: Zinātne, 2008, 368 pp.
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nation (lack of official status, prohibition of use in public administration, secondary 
schools, and courts). Thus, Latvian culture and language developed on the background 
of coexistence and rivalry of German and Russian creating a third linguistic contest-
ant. The situation changed in the 19th century when serfdom was abolished in the Ger-
man-ruled Baltic, half a century earlier than in Russia. More and more Latvians ob-
tained land, property, moved to towns, gained education and even started sending 
their children to universities and gradually asserted their Latvianness. The German 
elite noticed this change too late and attempts of last-minute Germanisation failed 
against rising national confidence and Tsarist attempts of Russification. While the Ger-
man elite cared most for retaining its commercial and professional positions, the in-
coming Russian bureaucracy had a cultural mission of Russifying “Liefland provinces” 
and purging both Latvian and German traits. 

Various aspects of Latvian were discussed in German scholarly magazines. Some 
ideas of purification of Latvian were expressed in the programme of Lettisch-Literar-
ische Gesellschaft (1824). However, Latvian was generally viewed as an interesting lin-
guistic specimen, not as a full-fledged language, capable of functioning in the modern 
world. As it was noted by an expert on Russian and Baltic affairs J. G. Kohl, “It is too 
late now to exalt the dialects of the Esthonians and Lettes into civilized languages”5. 
A. Bielenstein, the author of Letische Grammatik, exclaimed in 1885: “Latvian has no 
chances of spreading left in the land, schools, and offices. Ex ungue leonem! Compe-
tition with German was possible, but with the state language of Russian it is im-
possible.”6 

The second half of the 19th century was one of the most critical periods for the 
existence of the Latvian ethnos and language. Latvian had no official status, its socio-
linguistic functions were reduced to minimum due to rampant Russification. Accord-
ingly, from the beginning of the National Awakening (dated from 1856, when the first 
modern translation of poetry was published) the language issue took a central 
place — partly because it was in a semi-banned position, partly because it was still 
uncodified, fluctuating between the Old Written Latvian and colloquial speech, both 
with a share of German and also Russian influence. Widespread translation, and na-
tional literary works appeared. Also language care passed from the former German 
clergy, and amateur linguists, to the representatives of the titular nation. The wealth 
of Latvian dainas (folksongs) were collected. In a very short time, in the second half 
of the 19th century, Latvian national writing (epics, novels, poetry), publishing, thea-
tre, song festivals and other cultural activities spread exponentially despite the nomi-
nal dominance of German and Russian. Linguistic issues were frequently discussed, a 
multitude of missing words and terms were created. The linguistic drive of the lan-
guage policy was expansive, codifying but also purist. One should note that the lan-
guage indeed had an unhealthy proportion of unwelcome borrowings. These were 

5 Kohl, J. G. Russia and the Russians in 1842. Vol. 1. London: Henry Colburn, 1842, p. 393.
6 (Cit. from Krolls 1933) Krolls, O. Kā pirms 48 gadiem vācieši pasludināja visai latvju tautai nāves spriedumu. 

Ko vācieši teica 11. decembrī 1885. gadā par latviešu nacionāliem centieniem.  Bauskas Novada Zemnieku 
Balss, 24.12.1933, 1. lpp. 
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 attacked by the linguists, lexicographers, and writers and many substituted by native 
creations or international loans of Greek and Latin origin, which were considered 
more appropriate for Latvian.  

The people were consolidating into a nation, the national literature and press pub-
lications had reached a high level and strong national liberation feelings were felt.  The 
first ideologists of the national awakening devoted attention to both legal status and 
linguistic aspects of language policy. The claims for giving official status to Latvian and 
the struggle against the alien influences in Latvian had become a supreme task for the 
newly-developed Latvian intelligentsia, the so-called jaunlatvieši (New Latvians) 
(J. Alunāns, K. Barons a.o.) and their followers (particularly A. Kronvalds). When na-
tional awakening movements began, appeals for protection of the Latvian language 
and appraisal of its value became common (e.g. “Keep ye, Latvians, thy language in 
place of honour, and you will do well on Earth, because, he who does not respect him-
self, will not be respected by others either” (J. Alunāns)).  Purifying of the language 
from German elements went hand in hand with creating a modern Latvian word stock 
and the extensive borrowing from the international word-stock. In the 1860s–1870s, 
the main accent was put on elimination of German influences both in language use 
and language quality; negative attitude towards Russian influences began in the 1880s 
when there were plans of Russifying the Baltic provinces including attempts to intro-
duce the Cyrillic alphabet into Latvian spelling.

By the beginning of the 20th century, Modern Latvian was a reality — a relatively 
stable, standardised and codified language with a developed literature imitating mod-
ern Western trends, but also producing highly original works. However, politically and 
sociolinguistically the position of Latvian had not changed: it was still unrecognised as 
a cultural language and used mainly in personal and literary domains. Tsarist Russia’s 
policies did not allow it to be used in the system of education which was either Russian 
or German. Nor was it used in administration and trade. The territory of present-day 
Latvia at the beginning of the 20th century was generally trilingual.

The 1905 Revolution was anti-tsar (anti-Russian) and anti-landlord (anti-German) 
and though Latvians by this time had already stratified, the national and language is-
sues brought them together. Though the revolution was unsuccessful, it bore some 
fruit: the call by the intelligentsia for Latvian as an official language was refuted, but 
when Latvian schoolteachers in 1905 demanded use of Latvian in schools it was partly 
conferred by the Russian government. 

By the turn of the century, the first professionally educated Latvian linguists began 
to carry out the standardisation of Latvian on scientific grounds. The first Latvian lin-
guists (J. Velme, K. Mīlenbahs) were graduates of Tartu (Dorpat) University and so 
were influenced by German philosophy and sociological linguistics. The concept of 
uninterrupted process of language development, of the language change as a necessary 
factor of the living force of the language, the close connection between the language 
and socio-political background of its speakers formed the theoretical background for 
language planning. Mīlenbahs, the most prominent scholar of this period, tried to de-
velop a theoretically grounded system for language development before carrying out 
practical activities in language standardisation.
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Jānis Endzelīns, who heavily influenced the development of Latvian linguistics for 
almost half a century, graduated from Tartu University almost twenty years later, he 
had a different approach to the development of language due to the influence of the 
neo-grammarian theory. The external factors as a reason for language change were ne-
glected. He offered concrete proposals which coincided with traditional historically 
grounded patterns. At the same time, a rigorous philological analysis increased the 
awareness of the lexical treasures of Latvian as well as its value for Indo-European 
comparative-historical linguistics because of its archaic features.

As a result of cooperation of the two famous Latvian linguists, Grammar of Lat-
vian (1907) was published where the sociological approach of K. Mīlenbahs and com-
parative-historical approach of Endzelīns were successfully combined. 

Since the 19th century, the Latvian language as the main element of identity has 
been understood as a “non-negotiable” value and anchored itself in the public con-
sciousness. Latvians may be named as a “language-centred” ethnos, and the sense of 
language endangerment has always been present irrespective of the positive changes in 
language situation and policy in the 21th century. 

Independence, 1918–1940

The First World War led to the collapse of the two empires:  the Russian and the 
German, making it possible for the Baltic States to assert their statehood. On 18 No-
vember 1918, Latvia declared independence. 

The first decree on the granting of official status for the Latvian language was pub-
lished, in fact, on 4 January 1918 by temporary pro-Soviet government at Valka. In this 
decree the Latvian language was granted equal rights with German and Russian. Soon 
after the coming to power of the Pēteris Stučka government, the Latvian Government 
Decree on the Language of Use for Official Publications was issued on 8 March 1919. 
In these documents the Latvian language had been determined as equal to German 
and Russian but not having higher legal status.

After the Proclamation of the Republic of Latvia on 18 November 1918, various 
normative acts were passed that guaranteed the status of the Latvian language: Tempo-
rary Regulations on Latvian Courts and on the Order of Prosecution (1918); Regula-
tions on Establishing the Language Competency of State Civil Servants (1921); Regu-
lations on the State Language (1932); the Law on the Public Dissemination of 
Information (1932); Amendments and Additions to the Regulations on the State Lan-
guage (1934).  The position of the Latvian language was guaranteed in full in the Law 
on the State Language (1935).

Since then the term ‘state language’ has been deeply embedded in Latvian language 
legislation and everyday use. The state language is treated as a political, social, and 
culturally uniting element. The unitedness of language can only happen in concrete 
historical circumstances, when it is possible for direct contact among the people and 
their institutions and opportunities for the creation of an educational and cultural en-
vironment in which the idea of national consciousness can prosper, and there is a de-
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sire to create that within a singular language form — a common language — to be 
known also as the standard language, literary language, written language — and which 
encompasses all speakers of that one language. Latvian literary language (standard lan-
guage) is not identifiable by any particular dialect.  Latvian language, as a standardised 
state language guarantees: 1) the unity of the Latvian nation, 2) the integration of 
Latvian society, 3) since 2004, it is used as one of the official languages of the European 
Union. Latvian literary language is a value that has been polished and cherished for 
more than 400 years, and which guarantees the nation’s right to existence.7

The first decrees and laws tried to strengthen the positions of Latvian, considered 
as the strongest means for integration of society. The language policies of the new state 
were exceptionally liberal with a multitude of prestigious minority schools, societies, 
and press. At the same time, education in minority languages and minority language 
usage in certain functions were supported, too; there were state-financed schools for 
eight minority groups. Latvians constituted around 77% of the population, but other 
languages, especially German and Russian, were in broad circulation, and German 
minority had a high social profile. Trilingualism was widespread with most active peo-
ple able to use also German and Russian. Much of translation and general knowledge 
would come into Latvia via these languages. In the 1930s, Latvian formed into a well-
developed polyfunctional language with an established system of styles, covering all 
sociolinguistic functions. However, there were no legal bodies for protection of Latvian 
and in legal acts there were no references on language development and language qual-
ity maintenance. There was a deep gap between status planning and corpus planning in 
the 1920s–1930s. Mutual distrust between linguists and state officials took place. Rea-
sons for it seemed to be found in overestimating linguistic factors and underestimating 
legal factors of language maintenance in the situation of language competition. Lin-
guistically the two decades saw terminology work, publishing of the first comprehen-
sive dictionary of the Latvian language (Mīlenbahs 1923–1932)8, a modern grammar 
(1922) and a certain fight for purity of the language waged by the leading linguists.

Soviet occupation, 1940–1991  

In 1940, the Baltic States were incorporated into the Soviet Union. After the Soviet 
occupation, great changes in ethno-linguistic composition took place. There was no 
other region in Europe which had survived such massive ethno-demographic changes 
during these decades (repatriation of 60 000 Germans in 1939, deportations of 200 000 
Latvians to Siberia in 1941 and 1949, emigration of 120 000 Latvians to Western coun-
tries in 1944. Parallel to waves of deportations a large number of Russians, Ukrainians, 
and Belarusians, mainly party officials, militaries, ex-militaries, KGB operatives, police 

7 Vanags, P. Language policy and linguistics under Ulmanis. The Ethnic Dimension in Politics and Culture in 
the Baltic Countries. Metuzāle-Kangere, B. (Ed.). Stockholm: Södertörns högskola, 2004, pp. 121–140.

8 Mīlenbahs, K. Latviešu valodas vārdnīca. Rediģējis, papildinājis, turpinājis J. Endzelīns (1.–4. sēj., 1923–
1932); J. Endzelīns, E. Hauzenberga. Papildinājumi un labojumi K. Mīlenbaha “Latviešu valodas vārdnīcai” 
1.–3. sēj., 1934–1946. 
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officials and their families came to live in Lat-
via. This was no ordinary migration process 
managed by the local government, but con-
ducted by Moscow, the occupying force. 
There was also a huge influx of economic 
 migrants (Latvia had a much higher living 
standard than the rest of the USSR), mainly 
manual workers for the factories that Moscow 
was building. The newcomers were un-inte-
grated linguistically and culturally — they 
had their own schools, study programmes, 
books, mentality. The number of Rus-
sian-speakers increased 4.5 times. As a result 
of this in-migration, the proportion of Lat-
vians in the population of 2.5 million had 
dropped to just 52% according to the last So-
viet census in 1989.

As a result of these demographic and lin-
guistic changes, the usage of the Latvian lan-
guage narrowed considerably, and towards the 
end of the 1980s Russian was used increas-
ingly in public information, administration, 
and industry. Due to the unbalanced sociolin-
guistic functions two separate linguistic com-
munities had developed: a monolingual Rus-
sian community and a bilingual Latvian 
community. Only 22% of non-Latvians had 
Latvian language skills. Separate school systems in Latvian and Russian, along the 
model of all other Soviet republics, underpinned this division as Russian was taught ex-
tensively in Latvian schools but Latvian was taught sporadically or not at all in Russian- 
stream schools. Separate media entrenched this division. The Latvian language lost sev-
eral major sociolinguistic functions (including use in government, armed forces, railway 
and air transport) while preserving high mother tongue retention rates. The decrease of 
native language competence among non-Russian minorities took place, they mostly 
passed over to Russian as these minorities had no linguistic rights, no schools or pub-
lishing and were subject to forced assimilation. The tensions between the communities 
were not allowed to surface — any open defence of Latvian was characterised as “bour-
geois nationalism” and prosecuted. Knowing only Russian was considered a sign of “in-
ternationalism” in the party’s parlance. Some compensatory mechanisms, however, 
were developed as part of national resistance: there emerged an enormous interest in 
national history, folklore and literature, standardisation of language, etc. 9

9 Riekstiņš, J. In Defence of the Latvian Language Against Russification. Documents from 1944–1989. Rīga: The 
Latvian Language Agency, 2012. 

Russian 34.0%
Belarusian 4.5%
Ukrainian 3.5%
Polish 2.3%
Lithuanian 1.3%
Jewish 0.9%
Roma 0.3%
German 0.1%
Estonian 0.1%
Other 1.1%
Latvian 52.0%

Latvian 77%
Russian 8.8%
Belarusian 1.4%
Ukrainian 0.1%
Polish 2.6%
Lithuanian 1.2%
Jewish 4.9%
Roma 0.2%
German 3.3%
Estonian 0.4%
Other 0.2%

Fig. 1. Ethnic composition in Latvia in 1935  
and 1989
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Table 1
Language competence of ethnic groups in 1989

Ethnic group Know Latvian Know Russian Know own language
Latvians 98.7 68.3 98.7
Russians 22.3 99.8 99.8
Belarusians 18.0 94.5 32.2
Ukrainians 9.8 93.2 49.5
Poles 37.8 87.9 27.3
Lithuanians 64.0 47.9 63.9
Jews 29.0 92.4 22.5
Gypsies 62.5 33.4 88.1
Estonians 53.9 64.3 62.5

Source: Mežs, 199410

Language issues in the pre-restoration period of independence,  
1988–1991

In June 1988, the Latvian creative artists unions held a joint plenary session, and 
for the first time the question was raised concerning the renewal of the Latvian lan-
guage to the status of state language.  In July 1988, the Presidium of the Supreme 
Council of the Latvian SSR authorised a working group to prepare recommendations 
on a review of the Latvian Soviet Constitution. Following the invitation of working 
group deputy leader Aina Blinkena, a movement commenced within the community 
in support of a demand to grant state language status to Latvian.  A petition support-
ing this move attracted 354 280 signatures.11 

In October 1988, the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR passed a resolution on the 
desired status of the Latvian language and in May 1989 it passed the Law on Additions 
to the Constitution of the Latvian SSR and to the LSSR Language Law, whose Article 
73 stated: “The Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic state language is the Latvian language. 
The Latvian SSR state language and other language usage is to be determined by the 
Language Law”.12 Mindful of the sociolinguistic and political situation, the law pre-
scribed that individual aspects of the legislation were to come into force only three 
years after the law itself had been passed. These aspects included the requirement that 
all those employed in positions of public contact must be competent in Latvian to a 
level appropriate to their profession; higher education was to be in Latvian, and Latvian 

10 Mežs, I. Latvieši Latvijā: etnodemogrāfisks apskats. Rīga: Zinātne, 1994.
11 Blinkena, A. (1998). La standartisation de la langue lettone: resultats, problémes et perspectives d’avenir. Les 

politiques linguistiques des pays baltes. Terminogramme. Juillet 1998. Québec: Office de la langue française, 
151–169; Valsts valodas likums: vēsture un aktualitāte. Rīga: Valsts valodas komisija, 2008, 46. lpp.

12 www.barikadopedija.lv/raksti/237204
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was to be used in public signage, public announcements and government information, 
and was to regain a prominent place in the media. The three years were seen as a tran-
sition phase, and the use of Russian for certain functions was accepted in this period, 
but this period would also be a time of active Latvian language learning for those need-
ing to improve their competence, for example, through attending free Latvian language 
learning programmes for adults during working hours. In the political circumstances 
of the time the law was a significant achievement, as it started a long process of changes 
to the hierarchy of languages. The renewal of Latvian functioning in the public sphere 
was necessary, so as to provide an incentive for the learning of Latvian and its usage in 
state administration, as well as to achieve a psychological “break” in the community.

Yet these measures brought significant objections from local Russian Communists 
and also from Moscow, which was countering such moves in all non-Russian republics 
of the Soviet Union by setting up pro-Russian and pro-Moscow organisations to fight 
separatist tendencies, and oppose the language laws. Such opposition, claiming dis-
crimination against Russian-speakers, has continued to the present day, now more 
than 25 years after regaining independence. 

Independence de iure and de facto

On 21 August 1991, Latvia regained its independence de facto, and on 31 March 
1992, Amendments and Additions to the LSSR Language Law were passed, reflecting 
the changes in the status of the state of Latvia and the legal hierarchy of the languages. 
Further to the guarantee of the rights of the state language, the development of Latvian 
minority group languages was also guaranteed with the Law on the Free Development 
of Ethnic Groups and the Right to Culture Autonomy (19 March 1991 with amend-
ments on 15 June 1994). 

The State Language Centre and the Central State Language Attestation Committee 
were created to manage the state language attestation process in Latvia.  The State Lan-
guage Inspectorate was to control and oversee the performance and enactment of the 
Language Law. The quality of Latvian language usage was facilitated by the Place 
Names (Toponym) Committee which undertook responsibility for the historical cor-
rectness and cultural maintenance of usage of place names.

The Language Experts Commission was created to safeguard and develop norms 
for Latvian literary language usage and to advance its development and functioning in 
the status of the state language.  

In 1995, the Draft Law on the State Language was elaborated and sent to the Par-
liament, and in 1998, Article 4 of the Constitution was added guaranteeing that the 
state language of the Republic of Latvia is the Latvian language.

After 1992, many internationally binding documents were passed with regard to 
minority and language rights, for example the Framework Convention for the Protec-
tion of  National Minorities (1994), which Latvia signed in 1995; the Hague Recom-
mendations Regarding the Education Rights of National Minorities; the Oslo Recom-
mendation Regarding the Linguistic Rights of National Minorities a.o.
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In 1999, the Law on the State Language was passed. Theoretically it would be pos-
sible to create a law that encompasses all of the political aspects of language policy in 
the state, and thus also regulation of minority and foreign language usage. However, 
the law prescribes only exclusive use of the Latvian language, although it allows for 
possible drafting of other laws and regulations, in minority languages. A notable ex-
ception is the Liv language: Article 4 of the Law on the State Language prescribes: “The 
state guarantees the protection and development of the indigenous Liv language”. Spe-
cific language policy issues and their resolution have been delegated to special laws 
and regulations. The use of language in the mass media is governed by the Radio and 
Television Law (1995), which was amended by the Electronic Media Law (2010).  The 
Law on the State Language prescribes: “The Republic of Latvia guarantees the right to 
gain education in the state language. The use of the state language in education is de-
termined by the laws regulating education”.  Precise language usage regulations are 
presented in the Law on Education and the Law on Institutions of Higher Education. 
Even though the debate on Law on the State Language was long, complicated, and 
often conflicting and to this day some of its norms are still under scrutiny and doubt, 
the legal nature of the discussion stage has been concluded. Latvia’s language policy 
has been recognised by experts from international organisations as in accord with the 
requirements of Latvia’s international obligations with regard to the rights and stand-
ards on language and minority rights.

Latvian language in sociolinguistic domains

Because of the high level of linguistic assimilation (Russification) among speakers 
of languages other than Latvian and Russian the notions of national (ethnic) minority 
and linguistic minority do not coincide in Latvia. For example, only 2.1% Belarusians, 
3.7% Ukrainians, 9.5% Poles declared the respective languages as their native languages 
(2000 census); the survey by the Latvian Language Agency provided similar results.13

The number of minority representatives having no Latvian language skills at all is 
diminishing — 78–80% in 1989, 22% in 1996, 9% in 2000, 8% in 200914. Young Rus-
sian-speaking people in the age group 17–25 have a rather good knowledge of Latvian: 
64% have good command, 31% moderate level. As the data of 2009 survey show, 76% 
of Latvians have a good command of Russian but only 45% of minority representatives 
have a good command of Latvian. The State ensures the right of every resident to mas-
ter Latvian. However, high-level skills of the state language is still a problem in Latvia 
although the general attitude is mainly positive. To the question “Should the residents 
of Latvia know Latvian?” most of respondents gave a positive answer: 49% held the 
view “Yes”, 31% “Rather yes”.15

The most distinctive feature of the language situation in Latvia is a great discrep-
ancy between Latvian language skills, language attitudes, and language use. The actual

13 Language Situation in Latvia 2004–2010. Rīga: Latvian Language Agency, 2012, pp. 52–54. 
14 Language Situation. Riga, 2012, pp. 38–39. 
15 Ibid., p. 46.
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Fig. 2. Language skills of the inhabitants 
of Latvia (self-assessment)
Source: Valodas situācija Latvijā 2010.16

Fig. 3. Latvian language skills of the 
minority representatives
Source:   Valodas situācija Latvijā17

hierarchy of languages in a multilingual society can better be characterised by their 
sociolinguistic functions rather than by their legal status. At present, there is almost a 
balanced situation between Latvian and Russian. There are different political and eco-
nomic factors in favour of the use of each language. The strongest positions Latvian 
has in state and local governments where Latvian instead of Russian has become the 
working language and the language of office work. The change of visual images (signs, 
advertisements, information) has also taken place. The positions of Russian are very 
strong in private enterprises, primary and secondary education (although bilingual 
education is being successfully introduced in Latvia), quite strong in police, public 
transport and health care. The aggressive expansion of Russian information space in 
Latvia is often viewed as intensifying the competition between Latvian and Russian. 
The outcome will be determined by a number of factors: elaboration and adoption of 
the laws on electronic media and higher education institutions, immigration from 
Russian-speaking countries (including illegal immigration). 

16 Valodas situācija Latvijā 2010–2015. Rīga: LVA, 52.–54. lpp.
17 Ibid., 55. lpp.
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The surveys reflect a high level of linguistic tolerance among Latvians, on the other 
hand, they show some features of still existing minority complex and linguistic indif-
ference which could be harmful for future prospects of Latvian. In this transitional sit-
uation psychological factors are extremely important. One must take into account both 
the psychological resistance of Russian-speakers who, from a position of political and 
economic dominance have become a minority still enjoying linguistic self-sufficiency, 
as well as the “minority complex” of Latvians. Readjustment in public opinion con-
cerning the language hierarchy in Latvia takes place only gradually.  The situation of 
the Latvian language in Latvia does not correspond to the traditional positions of the 
official language in unitary monolingual states even after twenty years of independ-
ence. Therefore, some precaution against other languages exists among general public 
despite the rather high level of foreign language proficiency. 

Latvian language in education

Since 1991, serious changes in the public education system have been taking place. 
During the Soviet period, general education was available only in Latvian and Russian, 
and Latvian was not mandatory in Russian schools.18 The system of bilingual educa-
tion was gradually introduced in the Baltic States. Bilingual education in Latvia means 
a purposeful organisation of the study process using two study languages — the re-
spective minority language (Russian, Ukrainian, Belarusian, Polish, Lithuanian, Esto-
nian, etc.) and Latvian as the official state language. Contrary to the usual bilingual 
education programmes throughout the world, the official state language (Latvian) has 
been added to the minority language (mostly Russian), not vice versa. Of course, the 
concept of bilingual education can be extended, including schools where foreign lan-
guages are used as means of education; nevertheless, this type of schools is not com-
mon in Latvia yet.

Since 1989, Latvian has been taught in all types of educational establishments. 
Several stages of bilingual education for minority schools have been implemented: 
1995–1998 — two subjects in primary school, three subjects in secondary school in 
Latvian; since 1999 — various models of bilingual education differing in language pro-
portions; since 2004 — the model 60: 40 in secondary schools; since 2008 — a com-
mon exam in Latvian for all graduates.

71.6% of students attended programmes with Latvian, 27.3% with Russian and 
Latvian as the language of instruction in school year 2013/2014. Since 1992, the revival 
of small minority schools was promoted; there are six Polish schools, two Hebrew, one 
Lithuanian, Belarusian, Estonian, Ukrainian schools attended by 1.1% of students.

The first foreign language in schools is English. Russian is not obligatory in Latvian 
schools. The other most popular foreign languages are Russian, German, and French. 
34% of Latvian students choose Russian as the second foreign language 

18 Hogan-Brun, G. At the interface of language ideology and practice: The public discourse surrounding the 
2004 education reform in Latvia. Language Policy, 2005, Vol. 5, pp. 313–333.
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The Law on Education establishes that the language for state-financed higher edu-
cation establishments is Latvian. Following the internationalisation tendencies there 
are exceptions allowing also the use of the official languages of the European Union. 
Language choice in private higher education establishments (attended by 33% of stu-
dents) is free: Russian and English besides Latvian prevail. Latvian sociolinguists 
strongly insist on protection of Latvian in higher education and research because it has 
an impact on the quality of language in general (terminology, academic writing, popu-
lar science literature) as well as on the language use and teaching/learning ideologies 
and practices in all the hierarchically subordinated education system. 

Referendum on the status of languages and subsequent amendments  
to the Constitution of Latvia

Although one could have an illusion that the basic principles for Latvian language 
policy have been strongly established and no significant changes are possible, the po-
litical events affect language policy issues. The referendum on the status of languages, a 
highly unusual event in language policy history, demonstrated the link between socio-
linguistic and political issues.19 

A national referendum on granting official (state) language status to Russian in 
Latvia took place on 18 February 2012. The ballot papers contained the question “Do 
you support the adoption of the Draft Law ‘Amendments to the Constitution of the 
Republic of Latvia’ that provides for the Russian language the status of the second state 
language?”

The genesis of this referendum can be traced to a number of factors. Among them 
are the continuing political battles over the status of the still-existing Russian-stream 
education system. In 2011, the party Nacionālā apvienība (National Alliance, VL-TB/
LNNK) initiated a campaign to allow public financing of education only for schools 
whose language of instruction was Latvian. This proposal did not meet sufficient sup-
port. The growth in the Russian representation in the Latvian political system, and con-
tinued efforts by Moscow to criticise Latvian policies and support opposition to them, 
as part of its broader agenda of influence in its “near abroad” also played a role.  Know-
ing how closely Latvian identity and statehood is tied to the Latvian language, the refer-
endum was indeed about a more serious issue, the sovereignty of the Latvian state itself. 

After a broad political debate in parliament, mass media and informal settings 
1 098 593 citizens or 70.73% went to the polls. A convincing majority — 821 722 or 
74.8% — opposed the motion of making Russian a second official language in Latvia. 
273 347 or 24.88% of citizens were in favour of the motion, 3524 or 0.32% ballots were 
recognised as invalid.20 Thus, the Latvian language continues to be the sole official lan-
guage in Latvia.

19 Druviete, I., Ozolins, U. The Latvian referendum on Russian as a second state language. February 2012. Lan-
guage Problems & Language Planning, Vol. 40: 2. John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2016, pp. 121–145.

20 http://web.cvk.lv/pub/public/30287.html
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The defeat of the proposal to introduce Russian as a second state language did not 
end referenda manoeuvring. Hot on the heels of the language referendum another 
group proposed a referendum to grant all non-citizens citizenship, a long-time goal of 
the pro-Russian parties and a regular demand from Russia. While this referendum 
was stopped by the Electoral Commission as unconstitutional, it raised more concerns 
about the ease with which referenda could be started, and other means of protecting 
the basic elements of Latvian sovereignty were sought

Shortly after the referendum, some leading Latvian lawyers and politicians came 
up with an idea about adding the Preamble to the existing Constitution.

After passionate discussions among lawyers, politicians, in mass media and social 
networks, on 19 June 2014, the Saeima, with 69 parliamentarians out of 100 voting in 
favour and 28 voting against, adopted amendments to the Constitution of the Repub-
lic of Latvia (Satversme) in the final reading. The Constitution was supplemented with 
the following introduction revealing its very purpose and essence.

“The people of Latvia, in freely elected Constitutional Assembly, have adopted the 
following State Constitution: The State of Latvia, proclaimed on 18 November 1918, 
has been established by uniting historical Latvian lands and on the basis of the unwa-
vering will of the Latvian nation to have its own State and its inalienable right of self-
determination in order to guarantee the existence and development of the Latvian na-
tion, its language and culture throughout the centuries, to ensure freedom and promote 
welfare of the people of Latvia and each individual.(…)

Latvia as a democratic, socially responsible and national state is based on the rule 
of law and on respect for human dignity and freedom; it recognises and protects fun-
damental human rights and respects ethnic minorities. The people of Latvia protect 
their sovereignty, national independence, territory, territorial integrity and demo-
cratic system of government of the State of Latvia. Since ancient times, the identity of 
Latvia in the European cultural space has been shaped by Latvian and Liv traditions, 
Latvian folk wisdom, the Latvian language, universal human and Christian values. 
Loyalty to Latvia, the Latvian language as the only official language, freedom, equality, 
solidarity, justice, honesty, work ethic and family are the foundations of a cohesive so-
ciety. Each individual takes care of oneself, one’s relatives and the common good of 
society by acting responsibly toward other people, future generations, the environ-
ment and nature. While acknowledging its equal status in the international commu-
nity, Latvia protects its national interests and promotes sustainable and democratic 
development of a united Europe and the world.

God, bless Latvia!”
Thus Latvia joined half of the EU countries having some introductory statement of 

purpose or spirit of their Constitutions.21 However, very few Constitutions have the offi-
cial state languages mentioned in their preambles, for instance, Estonia enacted its pre-
sent constitution in 1992, including a brief preamble establishing continuity with the 

21 Pleps, J. The fundamental values of the Latvian constitutional order: some thoughts about the intentions of the 
constitutional legislator. 2014. Accessible at: http://constitutional-change.com/the-fundamental-values-of-
the-latvian-constitutional-order-some-thoughts-about-the-intentions-of-the-constitutional-legislator/ (site 
last visited 16.04.2015).
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 independent state proclaimed in 1918 and guaranteeing “the preservation of the Esto-
nian nation, language and culture through the ages”. Lithuania also passed a new consti-
tution in 25 October 1992 to establish continuity with the historic Lithuanian Nation and 
the State of Lithuania established “many centuries ago”. The Lithuanian preamble adopts 
and proclaims this “having preserved its spirit, native language, writing, and customs”. 
The Fundamental Law of Hungary (adopted 25 April 2011) has extended introduction 
stating that “we commit to promoting and safeguarding our heritage, our unique lan-
guage, Hungarian culture, the languages and cultures of nationalities living in Hungary”. 

In the Preamble of the Constitution of Latvia the Latvian language has been men-
tioned three times. It defines the existence and development of the Latvian language 
through the centuries as one of the goals of the state. The Preamble of the Constitution 
also states that the Latvian language is one of the factors constituting the identity of 
Latvia in the European cultural space. The legislator also deemed necessary to define 
that the Latvian language as the only official language is one of the foundations of a 
united society. Whether the Preamble will prove an effective safeguard against further 
attempts to undermine sovereignty remains to be seen. Yet it is worthwhile noting law-
yer Egils Levits’ assertion of the central role of the state in defending cultural unique-
ness: “A state is not neutral towards its national culture, but has to justify its existence, 
and care for the Latvian language and cultural development. This certainly mandates 
the state’s minimum responsibility (for example, a school system, the Latvian language, 
use of the state language in public space, support for Latvian culture, extending into all 
media, etc.). However, in what way and in what measure the state undertakes this be-
yond its minimum responsibility, is a specifically political question.” 22

Language management

The prolonged orthography reform (passage from Gothic to Latin script) that was 
started at the beginning of the century was finished in 1936. The 1920s and 1930s saw 
extensive terminology work, publishing of the first comprehensive dictionary of the 
Latvian language23, a modern grammar (1922), and codifying and stabilizing the lan-
guage norms. The latter was a serious issue due to the orthography change. There was 
an unceasing, yet rather unsuccessful, fight for purity of the language waged by the 
leading linguists. Purism was mostly directed against German and Russian influences, 
while classical language elements were generally welcome.  The variety of Latvian use 
and texts was growing, newspapers and magazines proliferated, translation volume 
was growing. Latvian word stock spread rapidly and was modernised, Latvian acquired 
all the signs of a developed, stable, and well-functioning language. 

The Soviet period saw fairly developed Latvian linguistic work in accordance with 
Soviet prescripts of language policies. The Latvian Language Institute regularly turned 
out linguistic and lexicographic studies. The mammoth Terminology Commission 

22 Levits, E. Izvērstas Satversmes preambulas iespējamā teksta piedāvājums un komentārs. Jurista Vārds, 
24.09.2013, Nr. 39 (790), 8.–19. lpp.

23 Muehlenbacha Latviešu valodas vārdnīca. I–IV. Rīga. 1923–1932.
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worked on terminology, part of which was never used as Rus-
sification fully encompassed all industries and science. Minor 
spelling reforms were carried out, abolishing use of ch and 
soft r. Traditional purist policies were pursued and were rather 
effective as censorship and editing encompassed all published 
texts. Books had huge print runs and the quality of the stand-
ard language in books and printed media as well as radio and 
TV was carefully maintained. However, language experimen-
tation and idiosyncrasies were fought and writers often had to 
change their texts not only ideologically but also linguistically. 
Dictionaries were compiled in an Orwellian manner, with not 
only many colloquial everyday words missing, but some 
words were deleted having been used by the ideologically 
“wrong” authors (their lists were changing and regularly up-
dated). But colloquial and slang Latvian absorbed ever more 
Russian influences: words, prepositions, constructions. Rus-
sian patterns inevitably dominated in terminology, as Russian 
was the main contact language. Though foreign language 
learning existed in schools, there was little chance of use for 
them behind the Iron Curtain. Sociolinguistic issues could not 
be discussed, officially bilingualism was the policy, but who-
ever attempted to speak or write about the reality or the future 

of the language situation was quickly demoted and silenced. Some linguistic research 
took place also in Western universities.

Ironically, the linguistic work on Latvian suffered a setback after independence, 
mainly for budgetary reasons. While much has been done and there is a more liberal 
attitude to linguistic processes (like borrowing24 and slang25) and changes, long-term 
large projects demand steady financing which the state is unwilling to allocate. But a 
new, more descriptive grammar of Latvian has been published26 that reflects the 
changing norms in grammar. Another study27 shows the great variety of Latvian. Pri-
vate companies have also entered the field, e.g. “Tilde” has produced electronic and 
digital tools that are necessary for survival in the modern age. And though Latvian, 
like other minor languages, is lagging behind the big ones in human language tech-
nologies28  the basic tools are accessible and new opportunities are sought. In lin-
guistics sociolinguistic studies proliferated29 reflecting the burning issues. Transla-

24 Blinkena, A. Attieksme pret svešvārdiem latviešu literārās valodas vēsturē. Savai valodai. Rīga: LZA, 1997, 
83.–96. lpp. 

25 Bušs, O., Ernstsone, V. Latviešu valodas slenga vārdnīca. Rīga: Norden. AB, 2006.
26 Latviešu valodas gramatika. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2014.
27 Latviešu valoda. A. Veisberga redakcijā. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2014.
28 Skadiņa, I. et al. The Latvian Language in the Digital Age. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer Verlag, 2012.
29 Druviete, I. The Language Situation in Latvia. Sociolinguistic Survey. Rīga: Latvian Language Institute, 1995; 

Druviete, I. The Sociolinguistic Situation and Language Policy in the Baltic States. Rīga: Mācību Apgāds, 2000; 
Druviete, I. Lingvistiskās identitātes daudzveidīgie aspekti. Valsts Valodas Komisija. Raksti. 1. sējums. Rīga: 
VVK, 2005, 51.–60. lpp.

Fig. 4. The New Latvian Grammar 
(2013)
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tion industry is a huge one. Translators are aided in their job by local translation 
software tools and terminology databanks. 

Language maintenance institutions

Though many institutions of the state are indirectly involved in language issues 
and policies (like the Ministry of Education is responsible for schools where most of 
teaching is in Latvian), there are several institutions that are directly involved. The 
State Language Centre is the controlling institution that sees to the observance of lan-
guage laws, and besides coordinates terminology work, approves spelling norms, etc. 
The Latvian Language Agency works out language development programmes, 

Fig. 5. Adult education resources offered by the Latvian Language Agency homepage www.valoda.lv
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 promotes Latvian research, teaching and studies (also outside Latvia). The Latvian 
Language Institute of the University of Latvia carries out mostly fundamental studies. 
Research on Latvian takes place also in faculties of the University of Latvia and other 
higher education institutions. Under the aegis of the President of Latvia there is the 
State Language Commission which sees to strategic issues and coordination. Termi-
nology Commission under the Latvian Academy of Sciences is nominally in charge of 
terminology issues, but being underfunded is a constant problem. Much of terminol-
ogy work has in fact moved to European institutions where several hundred Latvian 
translators and terminologists regularly supplement and update Latvian terminology. 
Progress of Latvian in the new technologies is ensured both by state institutions and 
private companies. Latvian is digitally well advanced, but, of course, lags behind the 
market-driven development of the big languages.

Development of Latvian in the last 25 years

Latvian linguist K. Mīlenbahs has stated that “Change is not only inevitable but 
also necessary for every living language. Language should never stand still. Stopping 
its development the language immerses in the kingdom of shadows. Everlasting devel-
opment, everlasting change is life of the language; peace and standstill is its death”.30 
There are many processes affecting the development of Latvian today, among them its 
state language status providing for strengthening of the position of the language and 
revitalizing many domains, linguistic landscape (outdoor signage, titles, advertise-
ments), education, product descriptions, medicine descriptions, instructions, etc. Lan-
guage hierarchy has changed in Latvia, asymmetric bilingualism is precluded to a great 
extent.31 Globalisation32 leads to a huge growth in translation and increased hybridity, 
strong impact of contact languages; openness and liberalism partially destroy the strict 
register borders and promote innovations. The change of the main contact language 
from Russian to English happened very fast in the early 1990s. The new technologies 
impact not only language use, but also the linguistic system. We also observe an ero-
sion of dialects, though Latgallian variety of Latvian is well taken care of. Latvian is 
spoken by many also outside Latvia — in the big new diasporas of Ireland, Britain, and 
elsewhere, and, of course, there is a huge group of non-Latvians speaking Latvian as a 
second language. 

Apart from the demographic change (percentage rise of Latvians in Latvia) there 
are other indicators testifying to an improving linguistic situation that characterize it 
as a successfully revitalised language (using the terminology used in the studies of 
threatened languages). 

30 Mīlenbachs, K. Par pamazināmiem vārdiem. Dzimtenes Vēstnesis, 30.07.1911.
31 Hogan-Brun, G. Language in Society across the Baltic Republics: A Comparative Overview, Journal of Baltic 

Studies, Vol. 36, No. 3, 2005, pp. 273–282. 372–373.
32 Wright, S. Language Policy and Language Planning. From Nationalism to Globalisation. Palgrave Macmillan, 

2004. 
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Table 2
Books published in Latvia

Likewise the number of Latvian magazines and newspapers has been evenly grow-
ing after the leap in the end of the 1980s (magazine titles six times and Latvian news-
papers three times more than in the mid-1980s). Besides, the changing accessibility of 
this media should be taken into consideration33 — the purchasing power of vast strata 
has decreased as publications are no longer subsidised.

Language of electronic media is perhaps more important in the 21st century. If be-
fore regaining of independence there was one (partial) Latvian TV channel, then today 
there are four or five, several regional channels, plus several channels with Latvian 
subtitles. Radio is in a similar situation with five Public Radio stations and several 
popular private channels. The proportion of Latvian is satisfactory in the social media 
as well.

Change of the main contact language from Russian to English is clearly visible in 
the proportion of books translated into Latvian. After the swift change in the early 
1990s, it has been relatively stable. German tends to occupy the second place with 
slightly more books translated than from Russian.

Table 3
Books translated into Latvian from Russian and English

Year Books translated, 
total

Books translated 
from Russian

Books translated 
from English

Proportion 

1985 209 140 9 15: 1
1995 598 61 293 1:5
2000 653 68 392 1:6
2005 679 68 359 1:5
2010 638 55 390 1:7
2015 742 68 391 1:6

33 Brikše, I. Publiskās sfēras demokratizācijas iespējas: Perestroikas un glasnostj aspekts Latvijā (1985–1990). 
Komunikācija. Latvijas Universitātes Raksti, 683. sēj. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2005, 192.–209. lpp.

Year
Books published in Latvia

total in Latvian
1985 2306 1072
1990 1564 883
1995 1968 1626
2000 2546 2044
2005 2371 1932
2010 2035 1752
2016 2191 1873
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Changes of Latvian linguistic behaviour34 have been slower: there is still an exag-
gerated linguistic tolerance towards use of Russian in Latvian environment which goes 
hand in hand with the feeling of language endangerment and frequent over-excitement 
about the language issues. The situation is diverse in different regions, cities and in the 
countryside. 

The Latvian language has recaptured a large number of once deprived and lost 
areas: military, maritime, legal foreign affairs, etc. Expansion of language application 
has been quite fast in many fields — administration, medical treatment, pharmacology 
(translation of instructions for use of medicine), information science, matters of the 
European Union. Development of terminology and extensive formation of borrowings 
in these areas are accordingly fast. New professions connected with language have ma-
tured — in areas like interpretation (before independence it was the service of the 
guides and for the foreigners only), computer linguistics, human language technolo-
gies, sociolinguistics, the profession of a lawyer-linguist.

International positions of the Latvian language have gained foothold since Latvia’s 
entry into the European Union: Latvian is one of the EU official languages in which all 
the most significant legislation is published in Brussels and Luxembourg. It is repre-
sented in all most important EU events alongside other languages. The status of the 
EU official language raises the economic value of the Latvian language. 

Democratisation

Openness and democracy brought about a certain change in language use norms 
and conventions — a more colloquial style of general language35 used by most media, 
freer use of substandard lexis in printed media (formerly taboo). It would be impossible 
to say whether this is a transfer of English conventions, thus a contact-induced change36 
or the result of what could be called democratisation of society language and naturally 
more democratic speech conventions. There is a confusion or blend of styles in many 
media. This shift applies to both written/oral divide as well as to class/educational regis-
ter. One cannot also ignore the general switch from text reading to visual images, from 
traditional sources of information to postmodern ones, which contribute to the above.

Globalisation and translation

In a globalised world a growing proportion of information originates outside the 
country, consequently it is received through translation or directly from a different lan-
guage. The real needs and the legislative framework have made Latvian translation 
(translator training, internet lexicography, translation tools) a major and growing 

34 Druviete, I. Lingvistiskās identitātes daudzveidīgie aspekti. Valsts valodas komisijas raksti, 1. sēj. Rīga: VVK, 
2005, 51.–60. lpp. (57).

35 Nītiņa, D. Moderna cilvēka valoda. Rīga: VVA, 2004.
36 Thomason, S. Language Contact and Deliberate Change. Journal of Language Contact, Vol. 1, 2007, p. 41.
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 industry, spanning from subtitling of films to massive translation and interpreting37 in 
the EU. Globalisation is fostered by a change in the type of the language contacts which 
presume both direct and translated contact encompassing texts on international mat-
ters (politics, economy), texts on popular international culture (cinema music, football, 
celebrities), recipes, cookbooks, travel descriptions and guides, international and Euro-
pean laws transposed, contracts (legal concepts and language in general for most na-
tions are borrowed from Latin, continental or Anglo-Saxon systems), localisation of 
software, advertising, films, dubbed, voice over, subtitled according to the tradition, 
TV dubbed and subtitled, TV shows, games franchises, usage instructions, labels (food, 
equipment, medicine), education books, reference books, encyclopaedias, fiction trans-
lations and covert translations, to mention just a few. In Latvian case it has been esti-
mated that about 70% of texts that an average Latvian consumes are translations.38 This 
cannot but leave an imprint on the native language. The blur or fusion of translations 
and original texts makes it hard to delineate them, unless for specific reasons. Transla-
tions always result in adaptations of the linguistic systems that incorporate source lan-
guage features to fit the new communicative task, and become a norm. It is the propor-
tion, the scale, and the omnipresent media that have changed.39 Most modern texts are 
characterised by hybridity which extends in the global village not only to translations 
and translated texts but also to most of the original/natural texts. We live in a translated 
world where international mass culture competes and interacts with local forms. While 
highlighting the hybrid character of modern media and intercourse we by no means 
want to suggest this is something new — borrowing of linguistic elements and ideas 
and memes has a long history in Latvian, suffice it to mention the Bible translation 
which has deeply affected the word stock, idiom stock, metaphoric thinking of people. 
But the modern scope is broader. These must be complemented by the spheres were 
people are in direct contact with another language, like companies and their branches 
operating in another language, pop music, Internet, satellite TV, original soundtracks 
in subtitled films, broadcasts, sports, etc., which increases linguistic interference and 
mentally affects “natural” original speech/text norms and conventions. 

Human language technologies

Latvian is fully operating in modern digital environment with spell checkers, 
grammar checkers available. Language technology support for Latvian is at various 
levels; while there are no speech recognition and semantic analysis tools, there are 
 inroads into grammatical analysis, speech synthesis and machine translation. Various 
text corpora including parallel corpora, are available, though there is no substantial 

37 Veisbergs, A. Konferenču tulkošana. Rīga: Zinātne, 2009.
38 Ločmele, G., Veisbergs, A. The other polysystem. The impact of translation on language norms and conven-

tions in Latvia. Contexts, Subtexts and Pretexts. Literary Translation in Eastern Europe and Russia. Baer, B. J. 
(Ed.).  John Benjamins, 2011, pp. 295–316.

39 Koller, W. Uebersetzungen in Deutsche und ihre Bedeutung fuer die deutsche Sprachgeschichte. Sprach-
geschichte: Ein Handbuch zur Geschichte der deutschen Sprache und ihrer Erforschung. Besch, W. et al. (eds.). 
Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter, 2000, pp. 112–129.

Ina Druviete, Andrejs Veisbergs    THE LATVIAN LANGUAGE IN THE 21ST CENTURY



266 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

general corpus. Lexical and grammatical resources, electronic and Internet dictionar-
ies are fairly developed.40 Latvian is well represented on the Internet, ministries, com-
panies have their sites, often in Latvian and a couple more languages. Past and present 
Latvian literature, magazines, newspapers, language learning programmes and materi-
als are freely available on the Internet. The new technical developments have led to an 
unprecedented informal media growth and free access to public written media. The 
latter means a huge volume of unedited texts, leading to a certain democratisation or 
loss of style register feel. The use of messaging, the so-internet/e-language in its turn 
affects the general language use patterns. Some abbreviations vnk (vienkāršs/i), Ac (ar 
cieņu), Ads (ar draudzīgiem sveicieniem), can be occasionally seen in standard texts.

Standardisation of language means the selection of optimum variant of the availa-
ble amount of options.41 Numerous human activities are standardised, so is the lan-
guage. There is a system of linguistic norms and expectation (expectancy norms). Both 
norms refer to various varieties and registers of Latvian. Latvian is in general well 
standardised. However, it is neither possible nor necessary to standardise everything 
in the language. Language is not only means of communication. It has its own expres-
sive function and bears individual’s idiolectal idiosyncracies. Certain prescriptivism is 
expected in the system of education and media.

The basic aspects of the Latvian language are standardised and the literary lan-
guage norms are quite firm. As the norms are affecting mainly grammar and orthogra-
phy there is no need to advance their implementation in other language levels, for ex-
ample, in lexis. 

40 Skadiņa, I. et al. The Latvian Language in the Digital Age.
41 Bartsch, R. Norms of Language. London: Longman, 1987, p. 249.

Fig. 6. Multilanguage bilingual dictionary by Tilde
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Awkward and ineffective standardisation may cause more problems to compre-
hension and stability than improvements. This can occasionally be seen in the domains 
where standardisation meets the real language, where linguists and/or terminologists 
mistakenly interfere. Perfectionism in terminology, hoping to coin the ideal term and 
thus ‘improve’ the language, is unproductive because it hinders communication. The 
chronological diversity of the official terms is obvious in reproduction of some EU 
terms, e.g. Latvian equivalents for management: menedžments, apsaimniekošana, 
admi nistrācija, direkcija, kompetence, pārziņa, darba organizēšana, pārvaldība, pār-
valdīšana, rīkošanās, vadība, vadībzinība, vadīšana, vadība, saimniecība. Even the basic 
EU term regulation has had many variants — noteikums, nolikums, priekšraksts, rīko-
jums, likums, nosacījums, regula, rēgula, regulācija. This change of the officially estab-
lished terms demonstrates that the perfect is the enemy of the good. The stability of 
term usage is more significant than the formal, logical tie that can be quite conditional. 
From the same angle we can examine the discussion about eiro (Euro) when it was 
proposed to change the form of an established word. Besides, standardisation should 
not expand outside the official literary written language and terminology because ex-
cessive standardisation by definition impoverishes language. 

Terminology 

The integration of Latvia in the European Union determined the necessity of 
translating the EU legal acts, reaching almost 145 000 text pages. The Translation and 
Terminology Centre (TTC) was set up to cope with this daunting task. After accession, 
the translation agencies of the European Union are doing most of the translation work 
of the legal acts. The translation process significantly contributed to the general devel-
opment of the Latvian language, spread of terminology and in sum to its competitive-
ness and to the consolidation of its status. The TTC, by establishing stable traditions of 
legal translations, has facilitated the development of Latvian legal language and ter-
min ology.

The translation of the EU acquis also showed the weak points of the former prac-
tices and traditions. Thus, for example, the former legal regulation of the terminologi-
cal process turned out to be inappropriate for huge amounts of new terms that had to 
be coined rapidly. The total number of terms excerpted for translation needs in the pe-
riod from 1997 up to 2005 exceeded 100 000. For the sake of comparison, the total ac-
complishment of the Terminology Commission of the Latvian Academy of Sciences in 
50 years (according to the number of terms published in the Bulletins of the Terminol-
ogy Commission) was approximately twice smaller. 

There are more than 350 000 term entries accessible today on the Internet data 
base www.ttc.lv. Today it is the biggest Latvian term data base daily used by the trans-
lators, terminologists, editors, employees of the state institutions, educational estab-
lishments and others. The EU term bank IATE, however, contains only around 20 000 
Latvian terms. Collaboration of the competent EU and Latvian institutions is very es-
sential for the promotion of quality in the translations and terminology. 
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Linguistic change

Though it is difficult to delineate internal and externally conditioned changes in 
conditions of highly developed language contacts and extensive translation, not all de-
velopments are conditioned by external influence. 

Respelling. According to the general norms of Latvian, spelling of foreign proper 
names is recreated in Latvian according to the phonetic principle: words are spelled as 
close to the original pronunciation as possible. This naturally leads to certain variation 
and instability. With the change of main foreign language some words were to be re-
spelled, as they had been affected by Russian as intermediary language, thus the Ger-
man general Hoth all through the Soviet years had been Gots (transcription of Russian 
Got) even in native Latvian texts. 

New maps, atlases and broad media coverage meant a huge growth of the number 
of foreign names to be transcribed. Generally the old spellings of exonyms remained 
intact, but some were changed due to various reasons, e.g., when respelling took place 
in the original: Kalkuta was changed to Kolkata, when India changed Calcutta to Kolk-
ata. However, Beijing is still Pekina in Latvian. A stranger exception was an attempt of 
turning Islande (Iceland) into Īslande, and then reverting to the traditional form.

Pronunciation. Generally no specific phonetic transformations change has been 
observed, though under the pressure of English some international abbreviations tend 
to be pronounced in the English manner. Anglicising has extended even to some 
Latvian ones: OCTA is usually pronounced as [okta].

Further compounding. Stable two-component collocations gradually tend to 
blend into compounds, especially if the components are short and the concept is com-
pact and clear. This tendency is an old one, but seems to have accelerated. It is not, 
however, universal, e.g. nāves sods > nāvessods, līguma sods > līgumsods, while naudas 
sods and miesas sods tend to remain as phrases. While collocations with nauda for 
some reason tend not to turn into compound, collocations with miesa generally do: 
miesassargs, miesaskāre, miesaskrāsa, miesasbūve. The numerous compounds with the 
first component līguma seem to divide equally: līgumsods, līgumattiecības, līgum-
slēdzējs while līguma objekts, līguma pants, līguma pārkāpums. Generally it can be con-
sidered that the compounds should not be too long, especially their first component. It 
also seems that some editors prefer compounding sometimes unnecesarily accelerat-
ing the process: tiesību aizsardzība > tiesībaizsardzība.

Developing full paradigms. Many native Latvian words, especially metaphoric 
transfer nouns tend to develop short verb forms: nūjot (to do Nordic walking), diegot (to 
floss teeth with a thread), ēnot (to shadow a person), pūķot (to kite). Older (as well as 
newer) borrowings demonstrate the same tendency, even full paradigms: nostaļģija 
(nostalgia) – nostalģēt (to be nostalgic); prezidents (president) – prezidentūra (pre si-
dency) – prezidentāls (presidential) – prezidēt (to preside); prezentācija (presentation) – 
prezentēt (to present); žūrija (jury) – žūrēt (to judge); komunikācija (communication) – 
komunikators (communicator) – komunikatīvs (communicative)  – komunicēt(ies) (to 
communicate). This tendency corresponds to the norms of the Latvian language though 
initially sometimes seems unusual. Another possibility would be creation of analytical 
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constructions not so characteristic for Latvian: radīt nostaļģiju (to create nostalgia), būt 
par prezidentu (to be a president).

Neologisms. There are numerous neologisms coined in Latvian and much discus-
sion about them. Their formation is evaluated mainly retrospectively42 and the discus-
sion is usually held within the traditional dichotomy — foreign (implicitly undesirable) 
or native formation. Still it is worth considering neologisms from other viewpoints.43 
Latvian terminology tends to follow the pattern of nonce-words — long extended com-
pounds, hard in everyday use. Valter Tauli’s fundamental principle44 shows that the 
length of the word must be in reverse proportion to its use rate — the more frequent the 
word/term usage is, the shorter it should be. Although Latvian terminology recognises 
that “preference is given to a shorter variant of term”45, new terms are created mainly as 
long compounds. This tendency is aggravated by an avoidance of metaphors which is 
often pronounced in Latvian terminology. Metaphors have a certain place in terminol-
ogy since strict separation of specialised terminology from general language is unrealis-
tic. It seems that we still ignore many of the not so new cognitions — we should consider 
semantically pragmatic aspects in terminology as well46 that not all of the terminology is 
primarily meant for the needs of scientists (terminology reaches beyond scientific 
branch and its nomenclature.47 Practice shows that successful loans and native coinages 
are short: čats (chat), ietvars (framing),), saziņa (media, communication), aprūpe (care, 
maintenance), pieeja (access, approach), aprite (circulation), zīmols (brand), dators 
(computer) while the long ones do not catch up: koku gāšanas, atzarošanas un sagaru-
mošanas mašīna (tree felling, branch cutting and sawing machine  — harvester), 
krāslodīšu šaušanas sacensība (coloured ball shooting competition  — paintball), 
noziedzīgi iegūtu līdzekļu (nelikumīga) legalizācija (legalisation of illegally obtained 
means — money laundering), elektroniskais surogātpasts (electronic surrogate mail — 
spam), ieiet sistēmā, izmantojot paroli (to enter the system using a password — to log 
in). Often these too long counterparts are not used and borrowings or loan translations 
preferred: harvesters, peintbols, naudas atmazgāšana, spams, ielogoties. 

Connotative changes. Some words have undergone denotational, connotational 
or frequent and paradigm change, mostly for sociopolitical reasons, e.g., at the end of 
the 20th century, many pre-war words regained their old connotations, like kungs and 
kundze (Mr. and Mrs.) replaced standard Soviet form biedrs (comrade). The Soviet 
system imposed its negative ideological stereotypes on many words (one can of course 
speculate whether everybody accepted them, but the official media of course did 

42 Skujiņa, V. Terminu modeļi J. Endzelīna caurlūkotajā elektrotehnikas vārdnīcā. Linguistica Lettica. Nr. 4, 
1999, 100.–109. lpp.

43 Veisbergs, A. Jaunvārdi un valodas attīstības virziens. Baltu filoloģija. XVI, 2007, 133.–140. lpp.
44 Tauli, V. Introduction to a Theory of Language Planning. Uppsala: Almquist & Wiksells, 1968.
45 Skujiņa, V. Termins – noturīgais un mainīgais.  Valsts valodas komisijas raksti. 1. sēj. Rīga: VVK, 2005, 

129. lpp.
46 Temmerman, R. Towards New Ways of Terminological Description. The Sociocognitive Approach. Amsterdam, 

Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2000; Cabre, T. Theories of Terminology. Terminology, Vol.  9, No. 2, 2003, 
pp. 163–199, 173.

47 Bejoint, H. Thoirno, Ph. (eds.). Le sens en terminologie. Travaux du CRTT. Lyon: Presses universitaires de 
Lyon, 2000.
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 impose and propagate them): kosmopolītisks (cosmopolitan), pilsonisks (civic was 
bourgeois), spekulācija (speculation), militārists (military). Some words changed re-
ference in the new political light: brīvības cīnītājs (freedom fighter), mežabrālis (forest 
brother), partizāns (partisan), bandīts (bandit), atbrīvotājs (liberator). Similar to how 
the Soviets decreed that žīds (Jew) in Latvian is a term to be avoided (it has negative 
connotation in Russian) and substituted by ebrejs (Hebrew), politically correct influ-
ence (EU) has substituted in official texts čigāns (Gypsy) for Roma.

Grammatical change

Changes in the grammatical system are slower. Generally one can observe certain 
adaptation to conform with analogical forms or unification within the system, e.g., 
verbs of the second conjugation transform into the verbs of the third conjugation: es 
pētu, tu pēti, viņš, viņa pēta in Present Tense dominates over es pētīju, tu pētī, viņš, viņa 
pētī. The Present forms of the third conjugation are shorter and the 1st person forms of 
the third conjugation are not identical with the respective forms of the Past as it is in 
the second conjugation. However, it is not a universal change, while mīlēt, cerēt, cienīt, 
bālēt have followed the pattern, veltīt, svētīt, vēstīt, sargāt are still in the process, and 
runāt, domāt, elpot, kavēt, glabāt, medīt, klusēt, strādāt  will perhaps not change. This is 
probably determined by the phonetic shape of the shortened form that goes against 
the linguistic feeling of the speakers.

Deviation of norms in debitive mood also suggest simplification or transformation 
according to analogy. According to the literary norms the doer’s name is used in the 
dative case along with forms of the debitive mood of the verb but the object of the ac-
tion is in the nominative case: ir jāsaprot tas, man ir jāizlasa šī grāmata. But according 
to another pattern of grammatical structure where the verb government is in the cen-
tre, e.g., saprast to, lasīt grāmatu, the language users more often apply the accusative 
case also in debitive mood: ir jāsaprot to, man jālasa grāmatu. This tendency is sup-
posedly supported by contexts where pronouns es tu, mēs, jūs, sevis stand in accusative 
case due to the debitive mood, e.g., man tevi jāsatiek because the nominative case here 
is impossible in accordance with language tradition. Thus it is a precedent for the usage 
of accusative in connection with jā-forms. 

Masculine and genitive forms are undergoing gradual transformations with more 
feminine forms used where in the past masculine dominated, e.g., professions: kareive, 
pulkvede, atašeja. These are determined by a change of reality. The opposite is also the 
case: auklis. So are the singular-plural forms: standard plural vecāki > vecāks (parents> 
parent) as more and more children are raised in single parent families.

Excessive sibilants are not euphonious as a result if the stem in the present tense 
ends with –š, –z the active present participle is formed using the respective stems of 
the past tense in order to save euphony and to escape usage of two sibilants in one 
word: spiedošs (not spiežošs); sēdošs (not sēžošs); snaudošs (not snaužošs). 

Latvian adjectives and participles with definite endings and ordinal numerals have 
extended endings –aj in dative and accusative cases: mīļam draugam – manam mīļajam 
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draugam, upes otrajā krastā. The extended endings are increasingly used in shortened 
forms or as words with indefinite endings due to euphony or rhythm, a wish to escape 
too long forms, or simply due to negligence. This has become the norm of literary lan-
guage in some cases, that is — if adjectives are derived with suffixes–ēj– and –snēj– 
there are no extensions used for the sake of euphony, for example: vispārējā not vis-
pārējajā troksnī. The tendency to use short endings is especially notable in words and 
their forms where the length exceeds three or four syllables: neuzticēties pieaugušiem.

Morphologically at present there is a strong growth in the use of prefix ie-: ierēkt, 
iepauzēt, iespringt, ielemt, ietusēt, ievērtēt, iedomāt, iebrīfot, both for native and bor-
rowed verbs.

Reflexive verbs of the Latvian language seldom express passive meaning, e.g., 
nauda glabājas (tiek glabāta) bankā (the money is kept in a bank), often such use is the 
result of imitating Russian: galds neapkalpojas (the table is not being served), augļi 
nepārdodas (the fruit is not sold). But some of these formations may be used as lin-
guistic jokes or word plays: Lai jums labi strādājas! Lai jums jauki līgojas! (wish of the 
evening of Līgo or Zāļu Day — the Herbs Day — on TV). Reflexive verbs used in pas-
sive meaning can be powerful stylistic means of expression,

Some tendencies pronounced in colloquial language are more or less accepted as a 
possible oral norm, like the use of personal 3rd person pronouns viņš, viņa instead of 
the demonstrative pronoun tas, tā. Some of these tendencies are reflected in the new 
grammar in a more descriptive manner, suggesting parallel norms.

Contact languages and borrowings (overt and covert)

Latvian has in the last 800 years been steadily under the influence of different 
dominant languages — 700 years under an increasing German influence, about 
200 years under a strong Russian influence, and the last 30 years under that of English. 
The latter impact actually started already during the Soviet times and was noted by 
Lat vian linguist Rūķe-Draviņa48 early.  Briefer and occasional influences of Polish, 
Swedish, and other languages have been less relevant. Borrowings in the last decades 
are stimulated by the fast development of the world, globalisation, certain backward-
ness of the Latvian situation (50 years of partial isolation). 

German. German for centuries has contributed most to the development of 
Latvian both as a dominant contact and intermediary language, however, its influence 
ended abruptly after the Second World War. Though it is known by a considerable 
 proportion of Latvians (mostly elderly), there is practically no direct or indirect influ-
ence upon Latvian today. The only renaissance of German loans occurred in media 
where a considerable number of officially fought and scathed loans, e.g., bode, zapte, 
tante, ome, veša, riktīgs, bišķi resurfaced. They had survived in colloquial Latvian for 

48 Rūķe-Draviņa, V. The Standardisation Process in Latvian. Stockholm: Almquist & Wiksell International, 
1977, p. 93.

Ina Druviete, Andrejs Veisbergs    THE LATVIAN LANGUAGE IN THE 21ST CENTURY



272 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

more than 50 years of ostracism, testifying to the fact that linguistic prescriptivism is 
not omnipotent even under a totalitarian system.

Russian. Russian lost its dominant contact language position around 1990, how-
ever, it still does considerably affect Latvian. Russian is known by most of Latvian 
speakers and it is still the main live contact language in most of Latvian towns. Access 
to Russia’s and local Russian TV channels, radio, media contribute to its influence. Ac-
cordingly Russian affects mostly Latvian vocabulary of the colloquial and substandard 
levels where loans are rife, but influence on literary and written Latvian is less pro-
nounced today. Among loans one can see unadapted loans: afigel, vot, a, bļin, davai, 
pričem; adapted loans: močīt, kruts, fufelis, koļīt, besīt, muhļīt, mudrīt, rubīt, gruzīt, 
mož, naglijs, haļava, krutka, lohs; assimilated loans, with a change of form and use, 
possible derivations: tusiņš, tusēt, pričene, proči, bomzis; loan-translations: atsaldēts 
(otmorozhennij — retarded), uzmest (to cheat, betray), jumts (krisha — criminal pro-
tection), sēdēt (siget — turēties uz ceļa (par auto)), kāposts (money), pavilkties (uz-
ķerties/aizrauties), including phrases da jeb ko, nu neko sev, pa lielam.

English. English occupies not only the central role as means of international com-
munication49 today, but also exerts an increasing effect on the other languages per se. 
The influence of English in the form of full loans (anglicisms in the narrow sense) in 
Latvian until the 1980s has been thoroughly studied by Juris Baldunčiks50 in an ex-
haustive monograph/dictionary. Today the English language with its various modes of 
existence — as mother tongue, second language, foreign language, lingua franca — is 
the only global language. Some describe the advance of English as linguistic imperial-
ism51, linguistic oppression, others — as a promise for the future leadership on the 
globe52 or as an ideal mode of communications between the more and more globalised 
citizens of the world where it has achieved the hegemonic critical mass. Still others 
view it as an inevitable, but benevolent lingua franca, however, influencing other lan-
guages.53 The global diffusion and high prestige and economic value of English make it 
very attractive, e.g., Latvian schoolchildren and their parents rank usefulness of know-
ing English higher than that of their mother tongue.54 

Loans and anglicisms
For Latvian today the English language fulfils several functions — that of the main 

direct contact language, that of an intermediary language, and that of the main source 
language in translations. Apart from being a source of loans English affects Latvian 

49 Crystal, D. English as a Global Language. Cambridge: CUP, 2003. 
50 Baldunčiks, J. Anglicismi latviešu valodā. Rīga: Zinātne, 1989.
51 Phillipson, R. Linguistic imperialism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992.
52 Bennet, J, C. The Anglosphere Challenge. Why the English-speaking Nations Will Lead the Way in the Twenty-

first Century. London: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2004. 
53 House, J. Communicating in English as a lingua franca. Foster-Cohen, S. (Ed.). EUROSLA Yearbook. 2. 

Amsterdam: Benjamins, 2002, pp. 243–261; House, J. English as a lingua franca and its influence on texts 
in other European languages. Garzone, G.,  Cardinaletti, A. (eds.). Lingua, Mediazione Linguistica e Interfe-
renza. Milano: Franco Angeli, 2004, pp. 21–48. 

54 Latviešu valodas apguvi ietekmējošie faktori un lietojuma vide. Rīga: LVA, 2010. 
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word formation patterns (import of patterns55 textual norms and conventions, use and 
spread of innovations, wordplay, phraseological transformations)56 change in the fre-
quency and scope of colloquial and nonce use.

The impact of English on Latvian today can be seen in the following forms:
• Traditional full loans (with usual/necessary phonetic, spelling, and grammatical 

adaptations): frīks (freak), kreizī (crazy), kūls (cool), fīlings (feeling), čarts 
(chart), meils (mail), lūzers (loser), feiss (face), tops (top), čats (chat). Generally 
these tend to be used mostly in colloquial language. Their frequency of use is 
very high in colloquial language though the number is not huge. These are 
mostly short Anglo Saxon words. 

• Some unassimilated full loans, e.g., exclamations: kamon (come on), kūl (cool), 
vau/vow, okei (OK), bla bla bla.

• Large numbers of neoclassical borrowings, in fact internationalisms, are often 
attributed to English: politkorektums (political correctness), komitoloģija (com-
mitology), interfeiss (interface), interoperabilitāte (interoperability), ekspo-
nenciāls (exponential); reciklēt (recycle). Some, though, are overused as vogue 
words in separate branches (especially in political planning): konsens(u)s (con-
sensus), interfeiss (interface), parametrs (parameter), sinerģija (synergy), para-
digma (paradigm), interoperabilitāte (interoperability), kapacitāte (capacity), ap-
ropriācija (appropriation), iniciēt (to initiate), kreatīvs (creative). 

• Latvian derivations, clippings of English loans: kompis (computer), tīnis (teen-
ager), fīča (feature), fanot (to be a fan), veikot (to wakeboard), snovot (to snow-
board); fīls (feeling), cipot (to zip), topiņš (top), topot (to top), čiksa (chick), su-
perīgs (super).

• Replacement of older loans with new ones: prevencija (prevention) < profilakse, 
audits (audit) < revīzija, urināls (urinal) < pisuārs; personāls (personnel) < kadri; 
animācijas (animation) < multiplikācijas; enzīms (enzyme) < ferments.

• Semantic loans tend to affect mostly old Latvian words (rarely) or older bor-
rowed internationalisms aligning the new meaning with the polysemy of their 
English counterparts, e.g., vīruss (virus), pele (mouse), zālīte (grass), attīstītājs 
(developer), laineris (liner), zaļais (green). These calques are usually terms and 
these processes are rife in those spheres of Latvian which undergo fast develop-
ment, e.g., computer science: ugunsmūris (firewall), aplikācija (application); 
 economics and politics: iesaldēt (freeze), pārkarst (overheat), klasificēts (classi-
fied/secret), shēma ((criminal) scheme). Parallel to new meanings some words 
have broadened their scope: pieredze from past experience, knowledge to present 
experience, feelings, living through, participation; izaicinājums from direct chal-
lenge to challenge in the English sense, produkts from farming produce to  anything 

55 Ločmele, G., Veisbergs, A. The other polysystem. The impact of translation on language norms and conven-
tions in Latvia. Contexts, Subtexts and Pretexts. Literary Translation in Eastern Europe and Russia.

56 Veisbergs, A. Occasional and Systematic Shifts in Word-formation and idiom use in Latvian as a result of trans-
lation. Lexical Creativity, Texts and Contexts. Munat, J. (Ed.). Amsterdam–Philadelphia, 2007, pp.  239–263. 
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produced. In some cases this has led to undesirable semantic hypertrophy.57  
Similarly many abstract words have developed also broad and multifaceted di-
rect meanings: autoritāte (authority), aktivitāte (activity), prasmes (skill), varas 
(power) and become countable nouns.

• Compound calques and semicalques: eksvīrs (ex-husband), sierburgers (cheese-
burger), vēstuļbumba (letter bomb), viedkarte (smart card).

• Meaning imposition/change. Change of meaning in monosemantic words — re-
shaping them semantically (ousting the traditional meaning) under the influ-
ence of English is as yet rare. The word drastisks (drastic), formerly meaning 
rough, playful, carefree tends to be used more and more in the English meaning 
of radical, sharp. Kritisks (critical, difficult) is now frequently used for very im-
portant. Dramatisks (dramatic, drama) — connected with plays, emotional stands 
to be used in the English meaning of sudden, striking. Klasificēts (classified) is 
used almost solely as secret.

• Borrowing of idioms. Many English idioms have been assimilated in the last two 
decades and are part and parcel of the idiom stock of Modern Latvian appearing 
both in translated and original texts: ziepju opera (soap opera), skelets skapī (skel-
eton in the cupboard), iešaut sev kājā (to shoot yourself in the foot), bumba ir 
laukuma otrā pusē (the ball is in somebody’s court), nākt ārā (to come out), likt/
turēt visas olas vienā grozā (put all one’s eggs in one basket). Many other idioms 
are often used as occasional insertions, frequently set apart by inverted commas 
or italics, some English phrases tend to substitute formerly stable ones: vienas 
nakts sakars (one night stand) tends to oust gadījuma sakars (random relation).  

• Midclippings — loss of syllables in Latvian words (older borrowings) under the 
influence of English: optimalizēt > optimizēt (optimize), aktivizēt > aktivēt (acti-
vate), minimalizēt > minimizēt (minimize), implantāts > implants (implant).

• Morphological changes in older loans (usually not of English origin) that usually 
takes the form of change of derivational suffixes aligning with English ones: no-
vators > inovators (innovator), sociālekonomisks > socioekonomisks (socioeco-
nomic), homoseksuālists > homoseksuālis (homosexual), katastrofāls > katastro-
fisks (catastrophic), sometimes prefixes are also affected pirmsinsulta > preinsulta 
(pre-insult).

Indirect, covert influence, mixed cases 
• Increase in conversion. Cases of English-induced conversion are growing: 

nekrofīls (necrophile), poligēns (polygenic), kontraceptīvs (contraceptive), kom-
pozīts (composite), homofobs (homophobe), ambients (ambient), pedofīls (pedo-
phile). Conversion, though theoretically existing in Latvian (naturally limited by 
the flective nature of Latvian) was a rare word-formation pattern, usually 

57 Baldunčiks, J. A new trend in the translation of polysemous English words into Latvian: semantic hyper-
trophy of the basic equivalent. Bloch-Rozmej, A., Drabikowska, K. (eds.). Within Language, Beyond Theories 
(Volume II). Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015, pp. 275–289.
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 applied in specific word classes or a few isolated historical cases. The new sam-
ples of conversion are generally loans of the adjective-noun type. 

• Another category of words that has spread under the influence of English are 
negative attributes formed on the basis of nouns in the genitive case (instead of 
the usual for Latvian negative adjective-based attributes). These are both borrow-
ings and native words (presumably loan translations): nedzīvnieku (non-animal), 
nedzīvības (non-life), nepiena (non-milk), nepārtikas (non-eatable), netarifu 
(non-tariff)), nefinanšu (non-finance), nekapitāla (non-capital), nediskriminācijas 
(non-discrimination), nepiena (non-milk), neslīdes (non-glide), nerezidentu 
(non-resident), nezinātnes (non-science), netiesas (non-court), nelīguma (non-
agreement). The pattern existed before, under the Russian influence and was 
considered unwelcome.

• Growth in use of blends has been noted. Blending was a non-existing word-for-
mation pattern in Latvian in the past. A few English blends were borrowed as 
root word, e.g., smogs (smog), motelis (motel). Today, however nonce blending is 
frequent and affects also native words. Some of the former nonce words have 
gained wide usage and have entered the Standard Latvian lexicon, e.g. nacbols 
(nacionālais boļševiks — National Bolshevik). Systemic novelty has even broken 
into the traditionally conservative stronghold of Latvian — that of terminology. 
If kaplete (kapsula tablete, capsule tablet) can be viewed as an imported blend 
then, for example, the more genuinely Latvian mēstule (mēslu vēstule, junk e-let-
ter), atkritne (atkritumu atvilktne, waste (recycle) bin) serves as proof that the 
expansion of new word formation patterns has been extending to all styles and 
registers of the language. 

• Graphic wordplay has also become commonplace, including paronymic substi-
tution of letters or sounds, e.g., migrorajons: substitution of a letter in mikrora-
jons (micro-region, dwelling region), which results in a blend migrants’ region; 
valdības sastārdīšana — valdības sastādīšana (composition of the government), 
and saārdīšana (destroying). Graphic wordplay is rife in advertising. Much 
word-formation wordplay also occurs in the Internet and chat pages, where its 
full potential as well as the resourcefulness of “amateurs” can be seen. 

• Playful use of nonce words and nonce use of idioms, wordplay is on the grow, at 
least partly reflecting their spread in English and general liberalisation of norms 
and conventions, as well as more playful attitude towards the Latvian language 
has enormously expanded “occasional” or “contextual”58, or “instantial”59 use of 
idioms, both in translated and native texts. Phraseology is no more a stock of 
hackneyed phrases but a great source for innovation. On the other hand, use of 
traditional proverbs is declining. 

• Similarly expressive nonce words (usually compounds or derivatives) are po-
pular, smalkaprindisks (smartcirclish), kultūrdubļi (culturemud), kinoštrunts 

58 Veisbergs, A. The Contextual Use of Idioms, Wordplay and Translation. Traductio. Essays on Punning and 
Translation. Delabastita, D. (Ed.). Manchester, 1997, pp. 155–176. 

59 Naciscione, A. Stylistic Use of Phraseological Units in Discourse. Benjamins, 2010.
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( cinemarubbish), nonce eponyms streipisks (Streipian = characteristic of (jour-
nalist) Streips), apkannotā filma (Kannas – Cannes). Some have developed a 
currency at least in some circles bučmūles, smukbučmūlīši. Thus there is no rea-
son to complain about stagnation of the media language.60 

• Compound phrases of the occasional/nonce type were non-existent in Latvian 
before the 1990s and the hyphenated compound phrase model was certainly 
imported. It is interesting to note that translations into Latvian generally do not 
retain this pattern, while it is rife in original writings. These are usually, but not 
exclusively adjectives, which provide the writer with an almost unlimited stock 
of modifiers, which are novel and also graphically obtrusive.

• Izrādās, lai popularizētu Parīzes tur-noteikti-vajag-būt objektu. (Diena 
23.02.2001)

• In order to popularize the one-must-for-sure-be-there-site of Paris. 
• Cars bija tikai peška, te-viņš-bija-te-viņš-zuda cars. (Una 11.2005) 
• The tsar was just a pawn, he-was-there-and-he-was-lost tsar.
• The short hyphenated compounds (unusual in the past in Latvian) have spread, 

and though originally these were copies of English words, later native forma-
tions have abounded: e-pasts (e-mail), e-pārvalde (E-government), i-banka, (in-
ternet bank), e-kurss (e-course).

• Change of plural / singular system. This has affected nouns (internationalisms 
and native) that were used only in plural or singular in Latvian61, they have de-
veloped full paradigms now. It started under the influence of English but has 
spread to purely Latvian words as well. New plurals and singulars are usually 
connected also with meaning shifts: prasme/s (skill/s), tehnoloģija/s (technology/
ies), politika/s (policy/ies), competence/s (competence/ies), kvalitāte/s (quality/
ies), aktivitāte/s (activity/ies), vara/s (power/s), ekonomika/s (economy/ies), de-
bate/s (debate/s). The phenomenon has affected some native words baile/s 
(fear/s), baža/s (concern/s), sacīkste (competition) or old stable borrowings: 
brille/s (specs), emocija/s (emotions).

Quality of the Latvian language

Despite the general development, there is a widespread view, frequently voiced in 
media, that the quality of Latvian has undergone a change for the worse. Change is 
particularly noticeable if it is sudden, swift and observable and since it is considered 
wrong, the reaction is negative.62 The negative perception comes also from the high 
visibility of social media texts that are often careless, ungrammatical, and rude. But 
one should remember that a living language changes constantly and many deviations 

60 Liepa, D. Latvijas preses valoda. Rīga: LU Latviešu valodas institūts, 2011.
61 Baldunčiks, J. Anglicismi latviešu valodā. Rīga: Zinātne, 1989. 
62 Aitchison, J. Language Change: Progress or Decay. Cambridge, 1998, p. 221. 
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are accepted as the language norm sooner or later. In the end language norms are not 
the manifestation of divine power set in stone but feeling of the majority about the 
correct.63 Total freezing of norms restricts innovation and thus is in conflict with the 
development of the language.64

It seems that we cannot talk about comprehensive deviations from norms in Latvian 
phonetics, writing and grammar. Of course, there are certain changes in pronunciation, 
and if to compare with recordings available from the 1930s, slight changes in writing 
that are the result of gradual evolution of the language. Colloquial language elements 
have entered almost all language styles. On the one hand, such an inflow enlivens styles 
(it could be a counteraction to purism and the restrictions of the past); on the other 
hand, it levels and often destroys integrity of the given style. Besides, there is always a 
question — whether the speaker knows why he uses colloquial or slang word in a ‘seri-
ous’ style. Thus it seems that the main objections would be directed against carelessness, 
unedited interviews, unprofessional language lowering the quality of media. 

In general we see enhancement of linguistic potential inherent in the language 
rather than externally conditioned change of traditional patterns. In a democratic and 
open state with secured freedom of speech it is neither possible nor necessary to effec-
tively control all aspects of the development of language itself. Language change is not 
a sign of decay65, it is a natural sign of a live language. With secured state language sta-
tus Latvian can be expected to develop and accommodate the needs of its users while 
retaining its rich heritage.

Conclusions   

Latvian has undergone a long and torturous way from a suppressed and legally 
neglected folk tongue to a state language and the official language of the European 
Union. Its development has been affected by the alien rulers and invaders, scholars 
and researchers, until in the middle of the 19th century the newly emerging nation took 
its cultivation in its own hands. Since then language has been the dominant element of 
national identity that allowed the nation to retain its culture and uniqueness.

This involved linguistic work — merging the Old Written Latvian that had been 
created by the German pastors with the spoken folk language, purifying and codifying 
the language and expanding it as a modern cultural language that can fulfil all the 
needed functions. Parallel to the linguistic work, language policies had to be worked 
out to ensure the dominant position of the language as a state language that could 
serve as a unifying means for the people residing in Latvia.  While this had been 
achieved before the Second World War, the Soviet occupation led to a precarious situ-
ation that Latvian was in fact ousted from many spheres of functioning and enforced 

63 Bartsch, R. Norms of Language. London: Longman.
64 Metuzāle-Kangere, B. The Language Situation in Latvia 1850–2004. Journal of Baltic Studies, Vol. XXXVI, 

No. 3, 2005, 317–344.
65 Aitchison, J. Language Change: Progress or Decay, p. 221.
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immigration of non-Latvians brought the demographic situation of Latvians into a 
threatening one. Since the restoration of independence, much legal and sociolinguistic 
work was done to change the dangerous trends. 

Latvian has always been rather open to outside influences, absorbing huge lexical 
strata from German, Russian, and today from English. At the same time it has retained 
the core of the ancient language, whose brightest manifestation can be found in the 
numerous folksongs.

The future of the language will be determined by the adaptability of language to 
the users’ needs, effectiveness of language policies, the will of Latvians, and a multitude 
of other factors.   

Right and consistent language policy exercised by the state and its institutions is of 
huge importance for a language of limited diffusion in conditions of strong competi-
tion with larger and economically stronger languages. Certain investment in language 
research, maintenance, language tools, and language technologies is necessary to bal-
ance the handicap. Language teaching for non-Latvians, diaspora Latvians abroad is 
also of importance.

One can presume that the traditional language-bound identity of the nation will 
continue in the future, finding expression in the traditional forms of language-related 
culture: literature, theatre, and singing.
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EDUCATION IN LATVIA

This article describes development of the educational system of Latvia after restoration of state inde-
pendence in 1991, summarising reforms that were made at all educational levels as a result of which 
the state education system in our country is that of a democratic member state of the European 
Union (EU) (and also of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)). 
The education level of the population is analysed, a comparison is made of the quality of education 
in an international context, its accessibility and relationship to the socioeconomic situation, etc. The 
dynamic evolution of parameters characterising education is compared with education indicators of 
OECD and EU countries, and also in the light of EU2020 strategic goals. Challenges are identified 
for further development of the education system, as well as the necessary future education reforms.

Key words: reforms, education level, quality, accessibility, achievements in mathematics, sciences 
and reading by pupils, effect of socioeconomic situations, network of institutions, OECD PISA, 
OECD and EU indicators. 

Creation and development stages of the education system  
of a democratic state

The system of education has faced many challenges and undergone many reforms 
during the period after independent Latvian statehood was renewed in 1991. A great 
deal of creative effort, based on the best education traditions and legacy of Latvia, as 
well as foreign experience, has been invested in order to renew and to update a na-
tional educational system in Latvia, one which reflects the contemporary environment, 
corresponds to democratic national education systems in the European Union, and 
which is based on Western democratic values. Many components of the system were 
changed during this process, including, for example, the legal basis of the education 
system, and the educational paradigm, changing the latter from teaching, to active and 
conscientious learning, etc.

The aim of this article is to present how the education system in Latvia developed 
from 1991 onwards, noting achievements during this period, as well as issues still out-
standing.1 Under contemporary conditions, analysis of any particular national educa-
tional system is only possible through its comparison with systems in other countries 

1 Unquestionably, advances in science are linked to higher education, but these advances are described else-
where in this compendium of articles. 
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or groups of countries; this approach will be followed in this overview comparing the 
education parameters in Latvia with indicators in other EU and OECD member 
states.

Independent Latvian statehood was renewed in 1991, while the first hints about 
change and ideas about reform of the education system were formulated during the 
Awakening process, over and above changes under way during the second half of the 
1980s in Latvia, and, to a certain extent, also in the Soviet Union.

Three stages may be identified for the reform process:2 1) democratisation and de-
centralisation of the system of education (from the restoration of independence to the 
mid-1990s); 2) evolution of the legal basis for reform and implementation of the re-
spective reform (from the mid-1990s to the process of accession of Latvia to the EU,3 
which took place in 2004); 3) further development of the system of education after ac-
cession in order that a democratic, socially integrated society based on knowledge de-
velops in Latvia as a member state of the EU, such that the competitiveness of individ-
ual members of the public, and of economic actors, be raised, at the same time as 
retaining and developing cultural features specific to Latvia.

The system of education in Latvia was broadly reformed to conform to the needs 
of an independent and democratic state during the first stage of changes in the educa-
tion system, i.e. between 1990 and 1995.4 The principal features of this period were 
democratisation and decentralisation. The initial legal basis for reform of education 
comprised the Education Law adopted by the Republic of Latvia on 19 June 1991. The 
following substantial changes resulted thereafter:

• depoliticisation of education — renewal of democracy in political and social 
structures, putting an end to the strict ideological control exercised during the 
Soviet period over education content and teaching methods, which was used for 
ideological manipulation of the younger generation;

• freedom of choice during the education process, giving parents and pupils the 
right to choose based on their interests and abilities;

• elimination of a state monopoly on education, giving the legal right for creation 
of private education establishments, in this way returning to a democratic 

2 Kangro, A., James, D. Rapid Reform and unfinished Business: the development of education in independent 
Latvia 1991–2007. European Journal of Education: Research, Development and Policy. Vol. 43, No. 4, Decem-
ber 2008, pp. 547–561; Education: Chapter 4. Estonian Human Development Report 2010/2011. Baltic Way(s) 
of Human Development: Twenty Years On. Tallinn: Estonian Cooperation Assembly, 2011, pp. 96–115.

3 Peck, B. T. Education, The Baltic States and the EU. New York: Nova Science Publishers, 2003. (Education: 
Emerging Goals in the Millennium).

4 Broks, A. Systemic research and development of education in Latvia. Humanities and Social Sciences. Latvia. 
Education Science in Latvia. No. 2. Riga: University of Latvia, 1999, pp. 30–52; Reviews of National Policies 
for Education. Latvia. Paris: OECD, 2001, 178 pp.; Dedze, I., Heyneman, S., Catlaks, G. Education in Latvia’s 
Transition: The Challenge of Management. Report on Education in Latvia 2001/2002. Riga: Centre for Public 
Policy “Providus” and Soros Foundation-Latvia, 2003, 144 pp.; Žogla, I., Andersone, R., Černova, E. Let-
tland. Die Bildungssysteme Europas. Döbert, H. (Hrsg.) Baltmannsweiler: Schneider Verlag Hohengehren, 
2010, S. 370–392.
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society with a market-based economy, increasing variety in education, quantity 
and quality, developing competition between education establishments;

• decentralisation of the management of education, delegating the right to take 
decisions to municipalities, schools, and their directors, strengthening the auto-
nomy of establishments of higher education, and partially decentralising the 
system for financing education.

The Cabinet adopted in 1995 the Latvian Concept of Education, and a Law on In-
stitutions of Higher Education which created a principally new basis for function of 
these institutions, as well as solidifying the means for their educational function — 
their autonomy.

Transition from the Soviet authoritarian system of education to a national educa-
tion system of a democratic country meant a change in paradigm from ideas corre-
sponding to Communist ideology to a democratic, humanitarian paradigm for educa-
tion.5 The essential features of this transition are reflected in legal documents, scientific 
publications, numerous seminars and international projects in which school teachers, 
leading educators, and scientists took part together with their foreign colleagues. Of 
course, it has to be remembered that changes had to take place rapidly and that there 
was insufficient time in all cases to produce a balanced, detailed justification and ex-
planation of the reforms.

The reform process was marked by three characteristics: 1) reforms were wide-
ranging and affected all aspects and levels of the education system; 2) reforms pro-
ceeded quickly, with some key changes carried out in a few months; 3) the reforms 
being implemented by the state were significantly complemented by extensive debate, 
local initiatives and activities, thus the reform process often occurred bottom-up, as 
well as top-down.

Education policy issues and questions about what changes were necessary were 
discussed and solutions in various state administrative bodies (Ministry of Education 
and Science (MES), at the Council on Higher Education, in the Cabinet, in parliament, 
at municipality level, etc.), and by public organisations and at various forums. Regular 
meetings were held of the Latvian Intelligentsia Association, the Education Forum of 
Latvia, the Association of Education Leaders of Latvia, and at other conferences about 
pressing education problems. Members of unions and the association of employers 
participated in these public forums. 

The education system of Latvia and its problems were the subject of many debates, 
with analyses and solutions sought in the context of international projects. Many 
projects in this field were supported by the EU (financed through the TEMPUS, 
PHARE, Socrates/Erasmus, Leonardo da Vinci, Lingua, and other programmes), the 
Council of Ministers of the Nordic countries, the Soros Foundation, credits from the 

5 Bluma, D. A paradigm shift in teacher training in Latvia. Humanities and Social Sciences. Latvia. Education 
Science in Latvia. No. 2. Riga: University of Latvia, 1999, pp. 124–136; Bluma, D. The Paradigm Shift in 
Higher Education in Latvia in the Context of the Bologna Process. Analysis of Educational Policies in a Com-
parative Educational Perspective. Linz: Institute of Comparative Education, 2007, pp. 39–62.
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World Bank, and bilaterally by many countries. Latvia began to take part starting as 
early as 1991 in international projects to assess the quality of education in an interna-
tional comparative manner.

Strategy documents for the development of education were drafted and refined at 
approximately five-year intervals; in these the principal goals for development of the 
educational system were defined in these documents, i.e. quality of education, accessi-
bility and cost-effectiveness, with new tasks defined as well as specific performance in-
dicators for control and assessment purposes.

The most important education reforms

Compulsory and general education
The Education Law states that children aged five and six are to be readied for the 

acquisition of basic education, followed by 9 years of compulsory basic education or 
the continuation of acquisition of basic education until reaching the age of 18. The 
structure of the education system in Latvia may be seen at the Internet web-sites of the 
European Commission and the Academic Information Centre.6 The cost of pre-school, 
basic, and secondary education is borne by the state or by municipalities from their 
budgets. Private education establishments may set their own fees for education.

There was a steep decline in the number of children in Latvia attending pre-school 
institutions (kindergartens) after the restoration of independence. At the same time 
the state declined to maintain the extensive network of pre-school facilities which dur-
ing Soviet times were often associated with factories which were no longer in opera-
tion. Thus, whereas in 1990 75% of all children below the age of six attended an educa-
tional institution, in 1998 this figure was only 40%. Recognising the great importance 
of pre-school education in developing a versatile personality for children, strengthen-
ing their health, preparing them for basic education, as well as, noting the findings of 
numerous international studies, showing better achievement of knowledge to be re-
lated to pre-school attendance, reforms were carried out, and in 2002 provision was 
made for compulsory preparation to be provided by municipalities of five and six year 
old children for attendance in basic schools. The qualification requirements of basic 
school teachers were raised. In 2014, 94.1% of all children in Latvia7 between the age 
of 4 and 7 years (the latter compulsory start of attending basic school) attended pre-
school institutions (the average figure for the EU is 93.9 %), and there was even a 
shortage of places offered by municipalities.

The curriculum for basic and secondary institutions changed drastically during 
the reform process, in particular, in the social and humanities fields, with new text-

6 The Structure of the European Education Systems 2015/16: Schematic Diagrams. Eurydice Facts and Figures. 
Luxemburg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2016, p. 18; System of education. Accessible at: 
http://www.aic.lv/portal/en/izglitiba-latvija/system-of-education (site last visited 06.05.2016).

7  Education and Training Monitor 2015: Country analysis. Latvia. Luxemburg: Publications Office of the EU, 
2015, p. 2. 
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books and teaching materials prepared. Standards were laid down for the aims, con-
tent, and assessment of the performance of pupils in each subject. Drafting these 
standards began in 1992, and in 1998 the Ministry of Education and Science published 
a new State Standard for basic education (1st–9th grades), with which it was intended to 
complete the reform of basic education, changing emphasis from rote learning to use 
of knowledge gained to problem solving, ensuring better linkage between subjects. 
This document was of the form of an all-encompassing “framework” document and by 
2006 standards and programmes for new subjects were added, continuing education 
seminars were organised, as well as courses for teachers. Each teacher had to develop a 
teaching programme for his subject respecting the requirements set out in the 
 standard, or alternatively, use could be made of a sample programme included in the 
standard. The curriculum is continuously updated, and the standard for secondary 
 education was adopted in 2013, and for basic education, in 2014. Drafting began in 
2016, of revisions to curriculums, including new competences, for pre-school, basic, 
and secondary education levels. Introduction of the new curriculum will be gradual, 
beginning with pre-schools, over the time period from the study year 2017/2018 to 
study year 2021/2022, applying EU resources in the development and implementation 
phases.

Initially, pupils at secondary education level were given extensive freedom in their 
choice of subjects (this allowed pupils to forego study of any natural science subject), 
which rather quickly was changed during the reform process to having to choose one 
of four secondary education directions. Education institutions were given the right to 
develop teaching programmes with one of four profiles: 1) general education; 2) hu-
manities and social sciences programme; 3) mathematics, the natural sciences, and 
technical sciences programme; 4) professional education (for example, art, music, or 
sport).

When setting the curriculum for each of these study profiles emphasis is put on 
3–6 mandatory subjects which are directly related to the theme of the profile; never-
theless, all curriculums consist of 8 mandatory exact sciences, humanities, and social 
subjects selected to give a balanced result. Elective subjects make up 10–15% of the 
total; these electives may consist of in-depth study of a compulsory subject. An educa-
tion system resulted in Latvia which is organised by thematic programmes and follows 
national standards, allowing subjects to be refined as needed and to conform to the 
needs of society and the demands of the labour market.

Education programmes were organised for the minority peoples of Latvia, in par-
allel with education in the official language (Latvian), in order to cater to minority 
 education needs, to promote social integration and learning the official language.8 
These are largely education programmes taught in the Russian language, of which 
there are very many in Latvia (for example 27% of all pupils in Latvia attended day 
schools with such general education programmes in study year 2013/2014),9 together 

8 Education: Chapter 4, pp. 116–143.
9 For statistics concerning general education, see http://www.izm.gov.lv/lv/publikacijas-un-statistika/statisti-

ka-par-izglitibu/statistika-par-visparejo-izglitibu (site last visited 06.05.2016).
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with a few schools offering education in the Polish, Ukrainian, and Belarusian lan-
guages. Education programmes for minority schools include subjects which are spe-
cific to the respective ethnic culture.

One of the aims of how the basic minority education programmes are delivered is 
to ensure that pupils learn the official language at a level that permits them to be able 
to continue their education in the official language. Subjects such as the Latvian lan-
guage and those taught in minority languages during basic education are to be taken 
from sample basic education programmes found in published Latvian national stand-
ards for education in minority languages. A school is permitted to opt for one of five 
examples of education profile, depending on the Latvian language skills of its pupils, 
i.e. knowledge and speaking experience. The extent to which certain subjects are taught 
in the minority language (for example, in Russian), others in Latvian, and those in 
both the minority and official languages (bilingually) is set out in these education pro-
files. State upper secondary schools and those run by municipalities (10th–12th grades) 
with Russian as the language of instruction have been required, as of September 2004, 
to ensure that over a school year 60% of their subject matter (no fewer than five sub-
jects, over and above Latvian language and literature) is taught in the official language 
(i.e. in Latvian). This is necessary to ensure competitiveness in the labour market of 
pupils whose mother tongue is Russian, as well as their integration into public life.

An inclusive education system is being established in Latvia, in this way seeking to 
promote development of a socially inclusive society in our country. Latvia is a member 
since 2004 of the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education.10 Com-
plying with the prospect of complementing inclusive aspects of the education system 
for all age groups, meaningful, high quality education possibilities opportunities must 
be provided in local communities for life-long learning at all education levels for edu-
catees, together with their friends and peers. Latvia, together with 29 European coun-
tries is improving its education policies and practices regarding persons with func-
tional disabilities and other special needs. Special education is available for such 
persons in Latvia, general and vocational education adapted to their needs. According 
to MES data, there are 10 870 such individuals with special needs in Latvia in Interna-
tional Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) levels 1, 2, and 3, which represent 
4.5% of all educatees. Out of this number 53.4 % are in specialised educational institu-
tions (there are 60 such institutions in Latvia), 11.8 %, in special classes in ordinary 
day schools or those for evening and correspondence schools, while 34.8% are inte-
grated in schools offering general education. An inclusive education system also means 
that quality education has to be provided for children from families with low socioeco-
nomic status (for a detailed analysis see the succeeding section, “Equality of opportu-
nity to receive quality education in Latvia”).

An important part of any system of education consists of quality assessment of its 
function. Various measures have been adopted by many countries to assess the qual-

10 See https://www.european-agency.org (site last visited 06.05.2016).
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ity of their education system11, these include assessment of pupils, appraisal of 
 teachers and school directors, evaluation of schools and the education system as such. 
After independence was reinstated, a step by step approach was followed in Latvia to 
understand and to implement at home international experience on how to assess the 
quality of education. In fact, international comparative assessment of the education 
system in Latvia was the first step, followed by a number of measures at the national 
level.

A method widely used since 1958 throughout the world to assess the quality of 
education was introduced in Latvia immediately after independence was restored 
in  1991, and rapidly gained popularity, whereby a direct comparison is made of 
knowledge and skills of pupils in various subjects. Key to this method are inter natio-
nally agreed tests in mathematics, the natural sciences, reading, civic education, 
foreign languages, the use of information and communication technologies (ICT), 
and other subjects, which are taken by pupils of the same grade or age groups (usually 
the latter are basic school children (grades 3–4) and/or pupils nearing the end of their 
basic education, i.e. lower secondary (grades 8–9) in all of the countries participating 
in a study. Approximately half of the questions require the student to write the answer, 
or to explain how a problem is solved or an assertion proved, and the rest of the 
answers are chosen from answers provided. In addition pupils, school directors, 
school teachers, parents, education experts, fill out a questionnaire to set the context 
for the tests taken by pupils to assess their achievement level. Starting in 2010, assess-
ment (tests and questionnaires) progressively was computerised. International 
organisations such as the OECD,12 the IEA,13 and the EU, and member states, de-
veloped and implemented a number of scientifically-based high-level standards and 
approaches to programmes for evaluating the quality of education in the respective 
fields, and based on the findings, issued recommendations for education policies 
which would permit governments to resolve issues related to the quality of education 
and other systemic matters.

Latvia was only able to take part in international comparative studies after regain-
ing its independence, since the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) did not take 
part in such international studies. Latvia, as an independent state, was greatly inter-
ested in a comparison of the quality of our education with that in other countries, and 
had an interest in obtaining internationally recognised information on the strengths 
and weaknesses of the education system in Latvia, and to receive proven opinions on 
the implementation of various reforms.

11 Synergies for Better Learning: an International Perspective on Evaluation and Assessment. Paris: OECD, 2013, 
670 pp.; Scheerens, J., Gals, C., Thomas, S. M. Educational Evaluation, Assessment, and Monitoring. A Sys-
temic approach. Lisse: Swets & Zeitlinger Publishers, 2003, 440 pp.; The Global Testing Culture: shaping edu-
cation policy, perceptions, and practice. Oxford Studies in Comparative Education. Smith, W. C. (Ed.). London: 
Symposium Books, 2016, 302 pp.

12 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development; for details see: http://www.oecd.org (site last 
visited 6.05.2016).

13 International Association for Evaluation of Educational Achievement; for details see: http://www.iea.nl (site 
last visited 06.05.2016).
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Already in academic year (AY) 1991/1992, and continuing later, the MES nomi-
nated the University of Latvia (UL) to represent Latvia in IEA studies.14 Figure 1 shows 
the times at which Latvia took part in various international assessments15 (see the 
 coloured bands).

The invitation for Latvia to participate in the new OECD PISA16 programme to-
gether with OECD countries received in 199817 marked a special period for develop-

14 Pelgrum, H., Blahova, V., Dukynaite, R., Pavesic, B. J., Kangro, A. IEA experiences from Latvia, Lithu-
ania, Slovac Republic and Slovenia. IEA 1958–2008: 50 years of experiences and memories. Papanastasiou, 
C., Plomp, T., Papanastasiou, E. C. (eds.). Nicosia: Cultural Center of the Kykkos Monastery, Vol. 1, 2011, 
pp. 445–467.

15 Abbreviations: RLS – Reading Literacy Study, COMPED – Computers in Education study, ICILS – Second 
Information Technology in Education Study, International Computer and Information Literacy Study, 
TIMSS – Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study, LES – Language Education Study, CIVIC – 
Civic Education Study, ICCS – International Civic and Citizenship Education Study, PIRLS – Progress in 
International Reading Study, PISA – Programme for International Student Assessment, TALIS – Teaching 
and Learning International Survey.

16 OECD PISA — OECD Programme for International Student Assessment; for details see: http://www.oecd.
org/pisa/ (site last visited 6.05.2016).

17 Geske, A., Grīnfelds, A., Kangro, A., Kiseļova, R., Mihno, L. Quality of Education: International Comparison. 
Latvia in OECD Programme for International Student Assessment. Kangro, A. (Ed.). Riga: University of Lat-
via, 2015, p. 29.
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ment of international comparative studies in Latvia We must admit that successful 
participation by UL researchers in all OECD PISA cycles not only developed our re-
search capacity and produced results comparing the quality of our education with that 
in the most developed countries in the world, but also facilitated Latvia to approach 
the status of a country suitable for membership in the OECD. The process began in 
2014 of evaluating Latvia for membership in the OECD and findings about Latvia ob-
tained from OECD PISA and OECD TALIS study cycles were part of this process.

Understandably a number of national measures were instituted to assess the 
 quality of education in Latvia. An examination system began to be developed already 
in 1994 where examinations were set and corrected centrally by the National Centre 
for Education of the Republic of Latvia (NCE).18 The first centralised examination (of 
the English language) took place for 12th grade students. Centralised examinations 
were set and gradually introduced for other subjects and from 2004 onwards results 
from these are the principal criteria for admission to institutions of higher education. 
Centralised examinations are compulsory for the Latvian language, mathematics, one 
foreign language (English, German, French, or Russian), and one examination must be 
taken for an elective subject (it is also possible to sit an examination in several sub-
jects). The fourth examination in an elective subject may be taken centrally (world 
history and the history of Latvia, chemistry, physics, biology) or have its contents set 
by the NCE, with marking done by the school (computer science, geography, econo-
mics, and Russian language and literature for minority education programmes). Start-
ing with school year 2015/2016, the foreign language examination for 12th grade stu-
dents may be replaced by taking an internationally recognised test. It has been decided 
that a compulsory centralised examination in a natural sciences subject of their choice 
will be introduced for 12th grade students. Students in the 9th grade must sit four 
 examinations: in the language of their instruction, mathematics, one foreign language 
chosen by the student (English, Russian, German, or French), and in the history of 
Latvia. Examinations are set centrally, but their marking is done by schools. The only 
centralised examination for 9th grade students is on the subject of the Latvian language, 
which is taken by all students following a minority education programme. A discus-
sion has started about the possibility of introducing centralised examinations differen-
tiated by their level of difficulty, since students sitting one and the same examination 
may not provide an accurate assessment of their knowledge when they are about to 
graduate from a general, or a vocational upper secondary school, or from education 
institutions specialising in art and music. 

Centralised and partially centralised examinations taken by students in the 12th 
and 9th grades allow their summative assessment, the purpose of which is to determine 
knowledge and skills acquired by each student, both in terms of quantity and quality, 
when finishing basic school or upper secondary school. However, in addition, the 
NCE has developed a series of diagnostic checks on student progress in several sub-
jects in the 3rd, 6th, 8th, 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th grades, for the purpose of helping teachers 
to make a formative assessment of their students, ultimately to improve students’ re-

18 For details see: http://visc.gov.lv/en/ (site last visited 06.05.2016).
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sults and to guide the teacher during the education process. Therefore, assessment of 
students in Latvia is both summative and formative; the two approaches each having a 
different aim and task.

Assessment in all of the education system of Latvia is made on a scale of 10 points 
replacing the previous system of 5 points. Knowledge and skills of first year basic 
school pupils is made in a descriptive way, with gradual transition to assessment on 
the 10 point system made during the 2nd to 4th grades. Accrediting institutions and the 
licensing of education programmes (conferring the right to begin work) is carried out 
by the State Education Quality Service.19 As part of the accreditation procedure the 
quality of an educational institution and/or educational programme is assessed at 
 regular intervals. Accreditation of an educational institution and education pro-
grammes allows the institution to issue state-recognised documents attesting to com-
pletion of a particular education programme. Accreditation of an institution is valid 
for six years, while the limit of validity of accreditation of a programme ranges between 
two to six years.

A system has started to function in Latvia for evaluating the quality of the profes-
sional work of pedagogues, in the context of which an individual pedagogue may be 
attributed, for a period of 5 years, a quality rating at one of five levels. Appraisal criteria 
have been defined for the conformity of a pedagogue with one of the first three quality 
levels, with a decision on which level taken by a committee at the educational institu-
tion, whereas attribution of the fourth level is decided by a committee from the muni-
cipality, and, that of the fifth level, by a committee of the MES. A pedagogue under 
evaluation submits a self-assessment, as well as a portfolio of his professional achieve-
ments, with his performance in teaching lessons observed, assessed, and analysed.

In developing its educational quality assessment system Latvia has taken into ac-
count the widest common experience of EU, OECD, and other countries. International 
comparative education quality assessment, as well as centralised examinations, licens-
ing and accreditation of schools and education programmes, and appraisal of the pro-
fessional skills of pedagogues have all been introduced.

Vocational education
This section will present for the most part basic and upper secondary vocational 

education, higher professional education in conjunction with higher education. The 
vocational education system in the Soviet Union complied with highly centralised So-
viet policies. Vocational education establishments were highly specialised linked to the 
needs of specific large industrial undertakings and collectivised agriculture. The net-
work of education institutions was highly subdivided, each branch including a small 
number of educational establishments with identical profile. The vocational education 
system during the Soviet period was created and functioned in a largely autonomous 
way, subordinated to centralised leadership on a national scale.

Collapse of the centralised economy very substantially influenced the work of vo-
cational education institutions. Several serious problems arose regarding the confor-

19 For details see: http://ikvd.gov.lv/aboutus.html (site last visited 06.05.2016).
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mity of vocational skills and the rapidly changing demands of the labour market, out-
dated machinery and teaching materials, the preparedness of teaching staff to deal 
with new conditions, etc. The number of students at vocational education establish-
ments dropped rapidly, inasmuch as upper secondary and higher general education 
gained in popularity. In 1990, there were 67 049 students attending 143 professional 
educational establishments in Latvia, while in 1995 there were 42  377 students at 
133 establishments.20

In fact reform of vocational education only began in the mid-1990s, not immedi-
ately after the restoration of independence, as was the case in other education sectors. 
During the time between 1995 and 1998, emphasis was placed on creating a legal basis 
for vocational education. The Law on Vocational Education was adopted in 1999, al-
though vocational education was adequately referred to in legal acts mentioned in the 
previous section. Many projects aimed at improving vocational training were financed 
through the EU PHARE, programme, by the Council of Ministers of the Nordic coun-
tries, and by other bilateral assistance (Germany, Finland, Denmark, etc.) helped in 
the reform process. Latvian accession to the EU and associated intensive transfer and 
use of foreign experience, was a further stimulus for reform. In 2000, OECD experts 
determined that vocational education was the element of the entire educational system 
of Latvia to be in the most critical state.21

The most popular thematic groups within vocational training are, “Engineering, 
manufacturing, construction”, and, “Services”, with the relative number of students22 
in these themes to be 36% and 25%, respectively, of the total number of students in 
vocational establishments at the beginning of study year 2015/2016. Horizontal mo-
bility between vocational and general secondary education is not very popular. How-
ever, students graduating from general secondary schools are able to gain qualifica-
tions quicker (in 1–2 years) than those who have finished basic schools (in 3 to 
4 years). 

The vocational education system in Latvia has a certain negative image, but this 
situation is gradually improving. There are several reasons for this, including stereo-
types prevalent in society, for example, the view that all those who enter the vocational 
educational system are those who are unable to study elsewhere, the relatively low 
 social status of skilled workers, the lack of congruence between education programmes 
and the demands of the labour market, the preoccupation of society with general se-
condary and higher education.

Programme licensing, accreditation, education and professional standards, quality 
assurance for vocational studies in Latvia take advantage of the standards developed 
by the European Quality Assurance network for Vocational Education and Training 

20 Vocational Schools. Accessible at: http://data.csb.gov.lv/pxweb/en/Sociala/Sociala__ikgad__izgl/IZ0220. 
px/?rxid =a79839fe-11ba-4ecd-8cc3-4035692c5fc8 (site last visited 06.05.2016).

21 Reviews of National Policies for Education. Latvia. Paris: OECD, 2001, 178 pp.
22 Students at Vocational Schools by Education Thematic Groups. Accessible at: http://data.csb.gov.lv/pxweb/

en/Sociala/Sociala__ikgad__izgl/IZ0230.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=562c2205-ba57-4130-b63a-6991
f49ab6fe (site last visited 06.05.2016).
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(EQAVET);23 consultative expert councils operate whose aim is to promote effective-
ness and raise quality, to improve cooperation between state bodies, employers’ and 
employees’ associations, and sectorial specialists. NCE sets the content of a unified 
state examination to determine qualifications, the content of upper secondary voca-
tional education programmes, as well as evaluating educational establishments by 
means of the same sort of centralised examinations as applicable for general educa-
tional establishments (see the previous section).

Optimisation of the network of vocational institutions in Latvia has been under 
way from 2011 onwards, with the aim of raising the quality and accessibility of voca-
tional education, promoting a more effective use of all resources, modernising the ma-
terial technical basis for teaching, and setting up Competence Centres for Vocational 
Education (CCVE). 

An institution acquires the status of a CCVE provided that it meets the following 
criteria: the number of students enrolled is greater than 800 in Riga, and 500 elsewhere 
in Latvia, with no more than 8% failed students, and no fewer than 60% of educatees 
receiving at least the mark of good in vocational qualification examinations, that fur-
ther vocational education is offered at the establishment, that its professional compe-
tences are suitably evaluated, cooperation is in place with employers’ associations, 
participation of educatees and staff in international exchange programmes, as well as 
experience gained in EU programmes, etc. 

Creation of CCVE by amalgamating, or eliminating some vocational educational 
institutions, has contributed to optimising the network of these educational establish-
ments.

For example, the numbers enrolled at vocational educational establishments have 
decreased from 46 240 in study year 1998/1999 to 27 440 in study year 2015/2016. The 
principal reason for this decline has been a dramatic decrease in births in Latvia. The 
number of vocational education institutions has over the same period of time de-
creased from 120 to 56, with teaching staff numbers, from 4100 to 2800.24 Thus, the 
number of students in vocational studies has decreased by 41% since 1998, the number 
of educational establishments, by 53%, the number of pedagogues, by 32%. When we 
compare the situation in the network of general education institutions (see the section, 
Development challenges facing schools and institutions of higher education), we note that 
under conditions that the number of educatees has decreased to a similar extent, then 
the decline in numbers of general education schools and school teachers is relatively 
much smaller, thus in terms of concentration of resources, the situation is much closer 
to optimal in the field of vocational education. A comparison of statistics on choice 
made by young people between general education and vocational upper secondary 
 education and analysis of the relationship to national policies in this field is presented 
in the section, Education in Latvia — a tradition and a value.

23 EQAVET, for details see: http://www.ikvd.gov.lv/quality-assurance.html (site last visited 06.05.2016).
24 Vocational Schools. Accessible at: http://data.csb.gov.lv/pxweb/en/Sociala/Sociala__ikgad__izgl/IZ0220.

px/?rxid =a79839fe-11ba-4ecd-8cc3-4035692c5fc8 (site last visited 06.05.2016).
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Higher education
Institutions of higher education have legal personality with the status of being a 

derived public person, and govern themselves based on their constitution. The consti-
tution of a university is approved by the national parliament (the Saeima), and the 
constitution of other institutions of higher education, by the Cabinet. This establishes 
the basis for substantial autonomy of these higher education institutions. The Council 
of Higher Education together with the MES ensure that the activities of these institu-
tions conform to the laws of the Republic of Latvia, together with the consultative 
body, the Latvian Rectors’ Council.

Many essential reforms were carried out during the period of changes in the field 
of higher education. With a view to widening access to higher education under strait-
ened financial circumstances, Latvian legislation in force allows higher education in-
stitutions to admit unlimited numbers of fee-paying students, i.e. those who cover fully 
the costs of their education, with part-time students admitted only against payment, in 
parallel with students supported from the state budget. Student fees may be set by the 
institutions of higher education themselves. State budget-supported students and fee-
paying students are admitted after the results are known from centralised examina-
tions at the end of their secondary school studies. Many higher education institutions 
follow the so-called practice of rotation during the period of study whereby state 
budget-supported places are taken up by others who have demonstrated better aca-
demic results. 

A system has been created of extending credit to students for pursuing their 
 studies, which has increased accessibility of higher education to less financially well off 
individuals, and which promotes student interest in the quality of their studies. The 
state in this system is the guarantor for students taking out credit, and in cases where 
studies are successfully completed for priority professions the state may cancel repay-
ment of the student’s debt.

The system of study programmes leading to Bachelor’s degree (after 3–4 years), 
followed by a Master’s degree (after 1–2 years), and completed with a Doctor’s degree 
(after 3–4 years), a scheme universally recognised throughout the world, was intro-
duced in Latvia starting from the early 1990s onwards. It was introduced in 1995 with 
adoption of the Law on Higher Education, while in the context of the Bologna Process, 
the system was recommended for adoption by all countries in the European Higher 
Education Area only in 1998. In this way a system of academic and vocational degrees 
was established in the state comparable to degrees in countries within the European 
Higher Education Area, enhancing mobility of students from Latvia, and the possibi-
lity of foreign students pursuing higher education studies in Latvia, as well as success-
ful integration of Latvia into the overall Bologna Process.

Latvia has adopted a credit point system to measure studies accomplished by a 
student, the national system being compatible with the European Credit Transfer Sy-
stem, with the Diploma Supplement designed jointly by the Council of Europe, 
UNESCO, and the European Commission. A quality assessment system for higher 
edu cation has been adopted in Latvia as the basis for international recognition of the 
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higher education system of Latvia, and this system has functioned complying with in-
ternational criteria25 for the accreditation and licensing of study programmes, which 
consists of self-assessment followed by participation of experts from Latvia and EU 
member states and representatives of social partners; national standards have been de-
fined for academic education and professional education; consolidated standards have 
been defined to ensure study programme quality and assessment; standards have been 
set for school teachers and other professions. This system was substantially updated in 
2015. 

In Latvia the transition has been made to awarding only a single level of Doctor’s 
degree, and, as of 2000 the habilitated Doctor degree is no longer granted. A system of 
a number of places every year to be filled by students supported from the state budget 
has been introduced, whereby the number of such places is calculated every year, based 
on available financial resources and is differentiated for education fields and pro-
grammes (the lowest coefficient is attributed to the social sciences and the humanities, 
the highest, to the natural sciences, engineering, the arts, and medicine). It was the 
case that the economic crisis of 2009 down-sized this system with a reduction by 
40–50% of financing for such places, also reducing the difference between coefficients 
for different fields. Starting in 2015, additional financing is being provided for institu-
tions of higher learning, taking into account criteria defined to measure performance. 

An approach to study based on learning outcomes was adopted and the Latvian 
qualifications framework was related to the European Qualifications Framework, 
which comprises eight levels spanning all forms of basic education, secondary educa-
tion and higher education (including general education, vocational education, aca-
demic education), which enhances recognition of education and past experience in 
continuing studies.

Adult education
Latvia is a small country which cannot afford the luxury of not providing its  people 

with an adequate education, one that corresponds to the needs of an information- and 
knowledge-based society, one that evolves by means of life-long learning, affording all 
individuals opportunities to develop and further their education throughout their 
lives. Several political documents express the need to develop life-long learning in 
Latvia, and its essential component, adult education. The Latvian Adult Education As-
sociation was founded in 1993 through a joint initiative of the MES and the Institute 
for International Cooperation of the German Adult Education Association, with pro-
viders of adult education in Latvia as its members. Many private education providers, 
as well as non-governmental organisations (in particular as regards foreign languages, 
ICT, business activities, and other areas) since then have started to operate. Centres for 
adult learning were set up by municipalities, whose existence and work was influenced 
by the administrative territorial reform which later took place in Latvia.

25 Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area – ESG. Accessible 
at: http:// ecahe.eu/w/index.php/Standards_and_Guidelines_for_Quality_Assurance_in_the_European_
Higher_Education_Area (site last visited 06.05.2016).
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Participation of adults in Latvia (ages 25–64) in adult education is not high when 
viewed in an international context, i.e. 5.5% in 2014.26 The average value for this indi-
cator in the EU is 10.7% with a target average value of 15% to be reached by 2020. This 
indicator for Latvia is at the lowest level among the six indicators defined in the 
EU2020 strategy, whereas for the remaining five areas we have already exceeded aver-
age values for the EU in 2014 (see also the section, Achievements and challenges). Adult 
education in Latvia has to be linked to the broad network of institutions of higher edu-
cation which has a presence in all regions of the country. The potential within this 
network is adequate to do this (including, for example, e-studies), and it is presently 
not fully engaged due to a decline in student numbers. Offering adult education is part 
of the mission of all institutions of higher education in all countries within the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area (i.e. the Bologna Process).27 The administration of life-
long learning needs to be improved at national and municipality level in Latvia, in-
cluding the legal basis and financing mechanism, as well as cooperation between 
ministries, non-governmental organisations, and social partners. 

Achievements and challenges

Education in Latvia — a tradition and a value
Education in Latvia has always been an essential development component of pub-

lic life. The first educational establishment in the Baltic region as mentioned in the 
1211 Chronicle was a Catholic Cloister School attached to Riga Dom Cathedral. Latvia 
has been characterised both by a relatively low rate of illiteracy during the second half 
of the 19th century and at the beginning of the 20th century, as well as by a large num-
ber of pupils and students at the beginning of the 20th century;28, 29 for example, in Lat-
via there were 32 students per 10 000 inhabitants in AY 1924/1925, with 9 in Germany, 
and 7, in England, while in AY 2005/2006 this indicator in our country was one of the 
highest in the world, with 556 individuals enrolled in studies per 10 000 inhabitants.30 
At the time this was the second highest indicator in the world, behind Canada with a 
figure of 580, and ahead of the USA with 520. 

Education in Latvia has, therefore, traditionally been highly valued with a rela-
tively high level of education. Just a few years after restoration of independence in 
1991, public demand rose access to higher education. This phenomenon may be 

26 Education and Training Monitor 2015 – Country analysis. Latvia. Luxemburg: Publications Office of the EU, 
2015, p. 2. 

27 The European Higher Education Area in 2015: Bologna Process Implementation Report. European Commis-
sion/EACEA/Eurydice. Luxemburg: Publications Office of the EU, 2015, p. 150.

28 History of Pedagogy and Educational Sciences in the Baltic Countries from 1940 to 1990: An Overview. Ķes-
tere, I., Krūze, A. (eds.). Riga: RaKa, 2013, 288 pp.

29 Žogla, I., Andersone, R., Černova, E. Lettland. Die Bildungssysteme Europas. Dobert, H., Horner, W., von 
Kopp, B., Reuter, L. R. (Hrsg.). 3., vollständig überarbeitete und erweiterte Auflage. Baltmannsweiler: 
Schneider Verlag Hohengehren, 2010, S. 370.

30 Latvia: Students per inhabitants, tertiary, total. Accessible at: http://www.factfish.com/statistic-country/ lat-
via/students%20per%20inhabitants%2C%20tertiary%2C%20total (site last visited 06.05.2016).
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largely explained by the desire of young people and other generations to develop their 
skills so as to find a place for themselves in setting up and developing an independent 
state during a time of great change. As a result, the relative number of young people in 
Latvia with completed higher education (ISCED levels 5–8) rose steeply. Thus, for ex-
ample, the relative number of the people of Latvia in the age group 30–34 with com-
pleted higher education, which is defined as one indicator of success by the EU2020 
strategy, rose from 19% in the year 2000, to nearly 27% in 2008, already reaching 40% 
in 2014.31 This rise in Latvia has been one of the fastest in the EU, with a similar phe-
nomenon observed for the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia, with the 
EU2020 targets (40%) already reached seven years ahead of the target date. However, a 
less positive fact needs to be mentioned, namely the gender disparity in higher educa-
tion achievements among the youngest age groups. Performance of women substan-
tially exceeds that by men; for example, in 2014, 52% of all women in the age group of 
30–34 have completed higher education, while the figure for men is only 28%; this is 
the largest disparity recorded for the OECD states.32

Data given above refer to members of the public in the age group 30–34 years, 
which means that the relative number of individuals with completed higher education 
is rising quickly and is largest among younger age groups. This indicator has also risen 
for the age group 55–64 years, from 15% in the year 2000, to 23% in 2014.33 In 2014, 
the share of the total population in Latvia with completed higher education for the age 
group (25–64) reached 29%, while for the OECD countries this figure was on average, 
35%, and it was 31%34 for 21 member states of the EU.

The desire to study has not substantially diminished in Latvia even during the pe-
riod of the economic crisis. It is foreseen that the number of residents with completed 
higher education will continue to rise steeply. It is likely that 58% of today’s youth in 
Latvia will complete at least one higher education cycle, and, furthermore, that 74% of 
these will do so before reaching the age of 30;35 it is also forecast that a significant dis-
parity between the genders will persist, in that 69% of all who have completed higher 
education will be women.

Furthermore, in future an even greater relative number of today’s youth of Latvia 
will embark on higher education study — 77%. The newest forecasts based on data 
from 2013 show36 that we are in third place among OECD countries in terms of the 
relative number of residents (most of these being younger than 25) who during the 
course of their lives will begin studies at Bachelor’s level (ISCED 6) (see Fig. 2).

31 Trends in European education during the last decade. Accessible at: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/ 
products-statistics-in-focus/-/KS-SF-11-054 (site last visited 06.05.2016).

32 Education Indicators in Focus – March, 2015, p. 1. Accessible at: http://www.oecd.org/education/EDIF-
2015-No-30-ENG.pdf (site last visited 14.05.2016).

33 Education at a Glance 2015: OECD Indicators. OECD Publishing, 2015, p. 44. Accessible at: http:// 
download.ei-ie.org/Docs/WebDepot/EaG2015_EN.pdf (site last visited 14.05.2016).

34 Ibid., p. 39. 
35 Ibid., p. 73. 
36 Ibid., p. 348.
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Slightly higher numbers of students starting higher education studies are forecast 
for Slovenia and Australia. In Latvia the relative number of foreign students pre sently 
is rather low, and these are not included in the results shown in Figure 2. The average 
value of this indicator is substantially lower for OECD and 21 EU states (i.e. the 21 
states which are members of both the OECD and the EU), only 55%, and 52%, respec-
tively.

Forecasts for Latvia in terms of students embarking on Master’s degree studies 
show that the relative numbers are slightly lower than the average values for the OECD 
and the EU (ISCED 7), but are slightly higher than the figures for those beginning 
doctoral studies (ISCED 8), once the number of foreign students is discounted. Thus, 
forecasts for Latvia give the expected relative number of Master’s degree students as 
18%, and 2.3% for doctoral students, with the average figures for OECD countries 
being 20% and 1.8%, respectively, and for the EU 21, 21% and 2.0%.

The people of Latvia appreciate and value highly higher education, they desire ac-
quiring high-level competences in order to make use of these in their life and at work 
in a knowledge-based society. As a result, a highly qualified labour force exists in 
Latvia, with continuous renewal of this labour force. Furthermore, acquisition of 
higher education, undoubtedly, significantly improves the chances of being employed, 
as can be deduced from OECD indicators37 (see Fig. 3).

37 Education at a Glance 2014: OECD Indicators. OECD Publishing, 2014, p. 114. Accessible at: https://www.
oecd.org/ edu/Education-at-a-Glance-2014.pdf (site last visited 14.05.2016).

Fig. 2. Start of higher studies (2012)
Source: Education at a Glance 2015: OECD Indicators. OECD Publishing, 2015, pp. 348.
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Higher education is associated not only with giving individuals wider opportuni-
ties to be employed in a particular profession, one which is better remunerated, but 
also leads to a better personal standard of living in a broad sense, in terms of life satis-
faction, a longer life span38, and better health.39 It is also important to note that there is 
a definite correlation between parents with completed higher education and better 
performance of their children in terms of achievement during their education cycles 
and a greater desire to continue studying (see the following). Therefore, the high level 
of education already attained by the people of Latvia, and, in particular, the associated 
trends point to a positive outlook for our country in many other respects as well.

The data analysed thus far about the rapid increase in the relative numbers of resi-
dents with completed higher education leads to the conclusion that completed second-
ary education obtains for a very large fraction of the population of Latvia. Indeed edu-
cation indicators published by the OECD40 show that in 2013 the relative number of the 
residents of Latvia in the age group (25–64 years) with at least completed secondary ed-
ucation (i.e. persons with secondary or higher education) was 88%. The average value of 
these indicators for OECD countries was 80%, and for the EU 21 states, 78% (see Fig. 4).

In analysing the acquisition of education at secondary level account must be taken 
of one of the principal indicators of the EU2020 strategy41 — the relative number of 

38 Education Indicators in Focus – 2013/01. Accessible at: https://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-
school/EDIF %202013--N°10%20(eng)--v9%20FINAL%20bis.pdf (site last visited 15.05.2016).

39 Feinstein, L., Sabates, R., Anderson, T. M., Sorhaindo, A., Hammond, C. What are the effects of education 
on health? Measuring the Effects of Education on Health and CIVIC Engagement: Proceedings of the Co-
penhagen Symposium, OECD 2006, pp. 171–354. Accessible at: https://www1.oecd.org/edu/innovation-ed-
ucation/37425753.pdf (site last visited 15.05.2016).

40 Education at a Glance 2015: OECD Indicators, p. 39. 
41 Education and Training Monitor 2015, pp. 32–38.

Fig. 3. Employment in relation to the level of education
Source: Education at a Glance 2014: OECD Indicators. OECD Publishing, 2014, p. 114. 
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early leavers from education and training (i.e. the share of the population aged 18 to 24 
with at most lower secondary education and who are not involved in further education 
and training). The EU through inclusion of this indicator in its strategy has sought to 
emphasise that lower secondary education is no longer sufficient for our youth to lead 
a successful life. In Latvia the number of early leavers has rapidly declined from 16% in 
2008 to 10% in 2013, reaching thereby the EU2020 target value.42 Therefore, only about 
one-tenth of all youth in Latvia are those unable or unwilling to complete upper se-
condary education. It is presently the correct time to renew discussion by politicians 
and the general public about making compulsory acquisition of secondary education 
(either general or vocational) which was abandoned in 2009 with the onset of the eco-
nomic crisis. Currently there is spare capacity in the educational system in view of the 
deteriorating demographic situation (see below), which also sets the preconditions for 
expanding the system of secondary education. Certainly an inclusive approach will be 
needed for involving these roughly 10% of youth in education. It has also to be noted 
that implementation of compulsory secondary education cannot be formal and the 
educational certificate cannot be devaluated. Among other considerations, upper se-
condary education had been compulsory in Latvia before 1991.

When discussing issues arising in secondary education it is important to recognise 
and analyse two of its forms — general secondary education and vocational secondary 
education. When categorising the population of Latvia according to their secondary 

42 Europe 2020 indicators – education. Accessible at: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.
php/ Europe_2020_indicators_-_education (site last visited 15.05.2016).

Fig. 4. Fraction of the population with at least completed secondary education (2013)
Source: Education at a Glance 2015: OECD Indicators. OECD Publishing, 2015, p. 39. 
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education — general or vocational — we see43 that among young people aged 30–34 
there is an approximately equal number of persons with vocational secondary educa-
tion and general secondary education (21–22%). Nevertheless, young people in Latvia 
are less likely to pursue secondary vocational education than general secondary educa-
tion (for example 38% in 2013),44 despite a tendency for the relative number opting for 
vocational secondary education to increase. National policy is to have roughly equal 
numbers pursuing vocational secondary education as general secondary education 
programmes, developing vocational education, raising its quality and making it more 
attractive. This is to be done with the aim of providing the national economy with suf-
ficient numbers of specialists with secondary qualifications and to improve the oppor-
tunities for graduates from upper secondary vocational institutions to enter the labour 
market. 

Attendance at pre-school institutions in Latvia is quite high, with figures in 2013 
of 83%, 89%, 96%, and 97%, of 3 year olds, 4 year olds, 5 year olds, and 6 year olds re-
spectively; additionally there has been a marked increase in the numbers of the young-
est children attending, in 2005 only 66% of all three year olds attended pre-schools, 
and only 73% of all four year olds.45 These indicators for Latvia exceed, or are similar 
to the respective average values in OECD and EU 21 states. Accessibility of pre-school-
ing is an important factor in the development of children, and in their preparation for 
school attendance, as well as giving parents, particularly mothers, an opportunity to 
continue careers, including further continuation of their own education.

International assessments of education quality in Latvia
An analysis was presented in the previous section of the high education level of the 

people of Latvia, and its rapid development and continuing growth after the restoration 
of independence. Thus, ever increasing relative numbers of the population are engaged 
in various levels of education, which undoubtedly demands greater attention to be paid 
to the quality of education. The system must offer quality education; it must afford the 
possibility to gain the desired competences and must strengthen the motivation and 
wish of young people to continue their education after finishing school. Today the pro-
sperity of a state largely depends on its human resources, and on the possibility for resi-
dents to acquire competitive knowledge and skills, and successfully make use of these 
in their lives. All concerned parties — parents, pupils, school teachers, and leading edu-
cators, those who set education policies and society in general — must be informed 
about how well the system educates young people as well other educatees for life.

Therefore, issues about education quality are some of the most important factors 
related to the development of a state education system. In fact, quality of education 
and its assessment is not a simple concept, and considerable political, academic, and 
practical attention is devoted to its analysis. Successful participation in IEA studies 
over the 24 years that have elapsed since the restoration of Latvia’s independence in 

43 Education and Training Monitor 2015, p. 65.
44 Ibid., p. 64.
45 Education at a Glance 2015: OECD Indicators, p. 333. 
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1991 and over 17 years in the OECD PISA programme since its inception (see Fig. 1.), 
undoubtedly has led to Latvian appreciation of the highest world standards and ap-
proaches to evaluating the quality of education, and its improvement, at the same time 
as compiling a substantial database of internationally agreed data and knowledge about 
taking decisions about managing education.

Results from these international studies show that over a long-term comparison — 
in fact over the entire period after restoration of state independence in 1991 — the 
system of schools in Latvia have ensured a gradual improvement in the quality of edu-
cation on offer, and the extent of this improvement in average level of quality has been 
one of largest in any country in the world. The level of achievement by our pupils al-
lows Latvia to be ranked within the top 10–20% countries in the world in terms of ed-
ucation quality. This conclusion is based on the achievements of our pupils as well as 
the overall positive development trend in international study cycles,46 and on the re-
forms carried out in the education system of Latvia. Improvement of results by fif-
teen-year old pupils from Latvia on mathematics, the natural sciences, and reading 
tests in OECD PISA study cycles is shown in Fig. 5.

When account is taken of results achieved by our pupils during the 1990s in the 
IEA TIMSS study cycles (4th and 8th grade pupils, in mathematics and the natural 
 sciences) and PIRLS (reading, 4th grade pupil), the average improvement between 1995 
and 2009 in education quality in Latvia for mathematics, the natural sciences, and 
reading, is the largest among 49 countries47 (see Fig. 6).

46 Geske, A., Grīnfelds, A., Kangro, A., Kiseļova, R., Mihno, L. Ouality of Education: International Comparison. 
Latvia in OECD Programme for International Student Assessment. 335 pp. 

47 Hanushek, E. A., Woessmann, L. Universal Basic Skills: What Countries Stand to Gain, OECD Publishing, 
2015, p.  83. Accessible at: http://hanushek.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/Universal_Basic_
Skills_WEF.pdf (site last visited 15.05.2016).

Fig. 5. Results achieved by pupils from Latvia in mathematics, the natural sciences, and reading in OECD PISA 
tests
Source: Geske, A., Grīnfelds, A., Kangro, A., Kiseļova, R., Mihno, L. Ouality of Education: International Comparison. Latvia in 
OECD Programme for International Student Assessment. Kangro, A. (Ed.). Riga: University of Latvia, 2015. 
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We are followed by countries such as Germany, Poland, Lithuania, Finland, Den-
mark, Hungary, the USA, Russia, Austria, etc., while the greatest fall in results was 
noted for Sweden, followed by Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Norway, and other coun-
tries. Therefore, results achieved by our pupils in these international tests have im-
proved the most when compared with those for pupils of the same age group in all 
countries which took part in these studies.

The question arises, what level of knowledge and skills has been reached by pupils 
from Latvia, when compared with other countries? According to data from PISA 2012 
and TIMSS 2011, the average level of education quality reached for Latvia in 2012 for 
our fifteen-year old pupils for mathematics and the natural sciences allows a ranking 
of 24th out of 76 countries48 (see Fig. 7).

When compared results in terms of groups of countries in the OECD PISA pro-
gramme the quality of education in Latvia corresponds to or is near to that of the aver-
age results for OECD and ES countries (with the exception of the low results for Latvia 
in the first cycle — PISA 2000). However, the results of pupils from Latvia from IEA 
TIMSS and PIRLS which are similar over the period from 1995 to 2007 (subsequently 
Latvia suspended temporarily participation in IEA studies, remaining only in OECD 
PISA) were higher than the average values for countries participating therein (except 
for the very first study on mathematics and the natural sciences in which Latvia took 
part, i.e. TIMSS 1995) with a generally improving trend. The improvement in results 
achieved by pupils from Latvia was one of the largest among countries taking part in 

48 Hanushek, E. A., Woessmann L. Universal Basic Skills: What Countries Stand to Gain, p. 37. 
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Fig. 6. Improvement in results achieved by pupils in mathematics, the natural sciences, and reading (1995–2009)
Source: Hanushek, E. A., Woessmann, L. Universal Basic Skills: What Countries Stand to Gain. OECD Publishing, 2015, p. 83. 
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TIMSS study cycles. The results in international tests obtained by 4th grade pupils from 
Latvia in reading, mathematics, and the natural sciences are relatively even better than 
those of 8th grade pupils. For example, our 4th grade pupils average results for reading 
in the PIRLS 2001 study corresponded to 5th place out of those of 35 participating 
countries.

The relative position of Latvia in the ranking of countries participation in succes-
sive OECD PISA studies has tended to rise, given that an increased total number of 
countries have participated in successive studies. Presently it may be considered that 
all developed countries participate in the OECD PISA programme; however, a number 
of countries join to become new members of studies (the total number of participants 
has risen from 32 to more than 80 countries). The process is ongoing of engaging 

Fig. 7. Average results achieved by pupils from around the world in mathematics and the natural sciences (PISA 
2012 and TIMSS 2011). Latvia is in 24th place among 76 countries
Source: Hanushek, E. A., Woessmann, L. Universal Basic Skills: What Countries Stand to Gain. OECD Publishing, 2015, p. 37.
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 developing countries in assessing their pupils’ knowledge and skills through interna-
tional testing, for example, OECD has set up a series of tests and methodology appro-
priate to these countries in the PISA for Development (PISA–D) programme in which 
eight African, American, and Asian countries took part in 2016. 

However, OECD PISA and other studies of the education systems of these new 
members of the study group show the quality of education generally to be lower than 
the average for OECD countries, a level that Latvia has already reached. This provides 
the basis for predicting that Latvia in future will be within the top thirty countries in 
the world which offer education of the highest quality, and furthermore, that there will 
be a continued rise in the international evaluation of the quality of education offered 
in Latvia. 

These conclusions are substantiated by another international study and its find-
ings. Latvia is noted to be a state which has successfully reformed its system of 
education,49 as well as a country the level of whose pupils’ achievements as shown by 
IEA TIMSS and OECD PISA data over the time period from 1995 to 2007 has meant 
its overall ranking to be raised from “fair” to “good”, largely thanks to many specific 
reforms carried out of the educational system of Latvia.50 These reforms consisted of 
the manner in which the performance of pupils and schools is evaluated (centralised 
examinations, international comparative studies, accreditations, licensing, etc.), order 
introduced into how the education system is organised and financial support ensured 
(working out school management and financial support mechanisms work, and their 
partial decentralisation, etc.) and solidifying the pedagogical basis for the education 
system (reform of the curriculum and standards of education and teaching pro-
grammes, new textbooks, etc.). Researchers concluded that the sum of these reforms 
has led to a rise in the quality of education in Latvia and in other countries (for exam-
ple, in Poland, Lithuania, China (Hong Kong), Singapore) at certain development pe-
riods of their education systems, reaching thereby an overall good quality of education 
measure according to international criteria.

Therefore, basic education in Latvia allows our pupils to reach a good level of 
knowledge and skills, and it is competitive internationally. International comparisons 
show that the overall level of knowledge and skills reached by our pupils is rated as 
good, with a positive upward development trend, which, together with reforms that 
have been carried out, demonstrate that the education system in Latvia functions well 
and is developing further.

The level of pupils’ knowledge and skills is usually determined by means of inter-
national investigations undertaken by groups of researchers who work at universities 
or institutes. However, the quality of universities and of the system of higher education 
up to now has not been assessed internationally by direct comparison of learning out-

49 PISA in FOCUS 2013/11. Accessible at: https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisaproducts/pisainfocus/pisa-in-focus-
n34-(eng)-FINAL.pdf (site last visited 15.05.2016).

50 Mourshed, M., Chijioke, C., Barber M. How the world`s most improved school systems keep getting better. 
McKinsey & Company, 2010, p. 35.
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comes. The OECD project AHELO51 first developed tests for the third and fourth years 
of a Bachelor’s study programmes and then applied these to universities in 17 coun-
tries; while development of an appropriate methodology was foreseen, its findings have 
yet to be implemented in practice. There is growing world-wide interest in the quality 
of university education and the international competitiveness of universities, including 
in Latvia, which means that such information is needed by those who finance higher 
education, i.e. state authorities, also by students since they must later find their place 
in the global labour market. With a view to gaining internationally recognised assess-
ments and to set up a system to ensure the quality of higher education,52 foreign ex-
perts or agencies are invited to take part in the licensing and accreditation of institu-
tions of higher education, study programmes and directions, with international 
university ratings as an outcome; other approaches and studies are in the process of 
development, for example, the TUNING project to establish a framework for qualifica-
tions, the Bologna process,53 etc., in which Latvia is taking an active part.

Several global university ranking schemes have been developed since 2003,54 of 
which the three most prestigious and popular ones are QS, THE, and SRC ARWU.55 At 
present, only the University of Latvia, out of all universities in Latvia, has entered two 
of these rankings, QS and THE. The QS World University Ranking is established based 
on several indicators: the world-wide academic and labour market reputation of a par-
ticular university which is based on a questionnaire filled out by academic teaching 
staff, researchers, and employers, measuring the extent to which publications are cited, 
the ratio of student to teaching staff numbers, as well as, the relative number of foreign 
students and academic staff at any one university. The THE World University Ranking 
considers the best universities in the world and assesses them in terms of their research 
contributions, teaching, transfer of knowledge, and international outlook. We may re-
gard the appearance of the University of Latvia in two influential listings, QS un THE, 
in the range of positions 600–800, means that the said university is already within the 
top 5% of the best universities in the world; both of these ratings cover some 20 thou-
sand universities around the world, but results are published only for the top 5%.

The QS ratings for universities are classified in another added manner. QS Stars 
University ratings rank world universities according to a 5 star system. For example, 
the overall UL rating is 4 stars and its programmes assessed grouped in 7 basic catego-
ries: teaching is rated by 5 stars, graduate employability by 4 stars, research by 3 stars, 
international outlook by 5 stars, facilities by 5 stars, innovation by 5 stars, inclusiveness 

51 AHELO – Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes. Accessible at: http://www.oecd.org/edu/
skills-beyond-school/testingstudentanduniversityperformancegloballyoecdsahelo.htm (site last visited 
15.05.2016).

52 Tremblay, K., Lalancette, D., Roseveare, D. Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes. AHELO 
Feasibility Study Report. Vol. 1/2, OECD Publishing, 2012.

53 The European Higher Education Area in 2015: Bologna Process Implementation Report. European Commis-
sion/EACEA/Eurydice. Luxemburg: Publications Office of the EU, 2015, 300 pp. 

54 Rauhvargers, A. Global University Rankings and Their Impact. European University Association: Report II. 
Brussels: European University Association, 2013, 86 pp.

55 QS (Quacquarelli Symonds) – World Top Universities ranking, Times Higher Education (THE) – World 
University ranking, Shanghai Ranking (SRC ARWU) – Academic Ranking of World Universities.
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by 4 stars. The Riga Technical University is accorded an overall rating of 3 stars in the 
QS Stars University ratings. In general, universities and other institutions of higher 
education in Latvia appear in various other published ratings with increasing fre-
quency.

Undoubtedly, teaching and research processes have become internationalised 
which attests to the quality of higher education, one which is recognised internation-
ally and which will lead to a larger number of foreign students studying in Latvia, as 
well as international exchange of teaching staff, the development of joint study pro-
grammes and international research projects, etc. Universities in Latvia are intensively 
engaged in attracting foreign students by setting up study programmes in English (for 
example, 34% of all institutions of higher education in Latvia offer such study pro-
grammes as of AY 2013/2014, which corresponds to the average value for this indica-
tor in OECD which have been analysed, excluding all English-speaking countries).56 
Currently, the relative number of foreign students in Latvia is not large57 — 4% (in 
2013), compared to the average value for OECD countries — 9%, but this number is 
increasing.

Universities and other institutions of higher education are making Latvia and its 
capital Riga an ever more attractive place for studying, a place to gain a good education 
in an EU member state in many branches of science and other study directions. The 
added value of higher education study in Latvia derives from the location of Riga and 
Latvia along the eastern border of the European Union and it being a bridge to Russia 
and other countries further east. Students pursuing their studies in Riga and Latvia are 
able to benefit from outstanding cultural offerings, to learn one of the oldest living 
languages in the world — the Latvian language — and to revel in world class cultural 
values, to experience unique artistic and cultural events, for example the Baltic song 
and dance festivals which are recognised by UNESCO as Masterpieces of the Oral and 
Intangible Heritage of Humanity58, and appreciate Latvian folk songs. Riga has been 
for centuries a meeting place for several languages and cultures, which have enriched 
one another: Latvian, Russian, Belarusian, Estonian, Lithuanian, Jewish, Polish, 
 German, etc., and students in Riga have an opportunity to study and develop their 
personality in a multi-lingual environment, learn different languages, acquire commu-
nication and social skills in a challenging academic atmosphere, a feature that can be 
an advantage in a future working life.

Equality of opportunity to acquire quality education in Latvia
An analysis, made in an international context, was presented in the previous sec-

tion of the average quality of education accessible through the school system of Latvia, 
including trends for it to improve, and it was concluded that, based on internationally 
defined criteria, it may be considered to be good and competitive. In coming to this 
conclusion test results in international studies achieved by pupils from basic schools 

56 Education at a Glance 2015: OECD Indicators, p. 357. 
57 Ibid., p. 363.
58 Accessible at: http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/en/lists (site last visited 15.05.2016).
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and lower secondary schools in many countries in mathematics, the natural sciences, 
and reading were compared; these findings, however, contain a wealth of information,59 
for example, about differences in achievements by pupils related to their living in dif-
ferent regions, different grouping, and different types of school, etc. 

In the case of Latvia, scatter in results achieved by pupils — the difference between 
the best and the weakest achievements (which are determined, for example, from the 
variance in the distribution of results) is significantly smaller than the case for OECD 
countries (a similarly small distribution is observed only for Estonia). This is undoubt-
edly a positive overall feature of the system of education in Latvia, since this means 
that the differences in the level of knowledge and skills of our pupils showing the high-
est and lowest results are smaller, than is the case on average in OECD countries; 
therefore, in terms of quality, the system of education is relatively uniform throughout 
the entire country. Nonetheless, there are differences in the results achieved by pupils 
from Latvia, and these depend on many factors, such as the influence of the school, 
parents and abilities of individual pupils, with analysis of these factors pointing to de-
velopment directions to take in terms of the quality of education.

For example, a detailed comparison of the distribution of results attained by pupils 
from Latvia in OECD PISA tests with average distribution for OECD countries with 
regard to the numbers of pupils with highest results, and those with the lowest results, 
shows that we have fewer pupils with relatively high and relatively low results (the cri-
teria for high and low results being defined with respect to the average distribution for 
OECD countries). It is in this way that the OECD PISA programme defines and deter-
mines the relative number of pupils achieving low results for mathematics, the natural 
sciences, and reading; improvements in this indicator is one target value set by the EU 
to be attained by for 2020. We are, of course, pleased that there are already a relatively 
smaller number of pupils in Latvia with low results than is the average for OECD 
countries, but we are disturbed by the fact that there are fewer pupils with relatively 
high results. It is true that Latvia can take pride in the number of outstanding pupils in 
terms of results at international competitions (Olympiads) for subjects taught at 
schools, as well as complementing the efforts of pupils and their teachers. However, we 
would like to see a greater number of these outstanding pupils for the sake of the fu-
ture of our country. Therefore, one of the priorities for improvements of the education 
system in Latvia is to increase the relative number of outstanding pupils. However, 
school teachers must not at the same time neglect work with low achieving pupils, as 
education economists have shown60 that the national economy is equally positively in-
fluenced by nearly all pupils acquiring basic skills (i.e. that there are relatively few 
 pupils with low results), as well as by the fact that there might be a relatively large 
number with high results.

One factor that influences the results achieved in international tests in all compa-
rative studies, in all subjects and at all levels of learning, by pupils from any country is 

59 Geske, A., Grīnfelds, A., Kangro, A., Kiseļova, R., Mihno, L. Ouality of Education: International Comparison. 
Latvia in OECD Programme for International Student Assessment. 335 pp. 

60 Hanushek, E. A., Woessmann, L. Universal Basic Skills: What Countries Stand to Gain, p. 77. 
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the material well-being of the family, the number of cultural and educational resources 
available at home, the education level and profession of parents (i.e. the social eco-
nomic status of the family, SES). However, the degree to which pupils’ results are influ-
enced by their SES differs in different countries, in groups of pupils and schools within 
the country, and this effect can be ascertained through analysis of the findings from 
international studies. For example, analysis of PISA 2012 results indicates61 that the re-
lationship between results and their SES for fifteen-year old children in Latvia cor-
responds to the average situation in OECD countries (see Fig. 8).

61 PISA 2012 Results: Excellence Through Equity: Giving Every Student the Chance to Succeed. Vol. 2. Paris: 
OECD Publishing, 2013, p. 27.

Fig. 8. Results achieved by pupils in mathematics according to impact of their socioeconomic status
Source: PISA 2012 Results. Vol. 2. Paris: OECD Publishing, 2013, p. 27.
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Nevertheless, the 2012 PISA study shows that dependence of results achieved by 
pupils from Latvia on their SES has increased slightly, as previously it was less than the 
average for OECD countries. Hence, the situation in Latvia as regards equity of overall 
access to education has slightly deteriorated, and the following analysis uncovers the 
underlying reasons for this.

Average results for mathematics, the natural sciences, and reading achieved by 
pupils from rural schools in Latvia still lag behind those attained by pupils from 
schools in Riga and other urban schools (see Fig. 9).

Dependence of results on the location of their school over this period of time has 
not changed appreciably (see Fig. 10); it has been so determined in all studies, in all 
subject categories and for all levels of education — in mathematics, the natural 
 sciences, and reading in the 4th grade and in the 8th grade62, and civic education in the 
8th grade.

The SES of pupils attending rural schools in Latvia is substantially lower than that 
for pupils in Riga, the relative differences being greater than the average for OECD 
countries, and this difference is increasing to a significant extent. Therefore, the role of 
regional policy in supporting rural development is very important. The education sys-
tem could not by itself ensure a uniform level of quality of education in rural areas 
without the support of the rural development funds.

It is the case that detailed analysis shows that the relatively low results of pupils in 
the rural regions of Latvia are not solely determined by the objectively lower SES of 

62 Johansone, I. Managing Primary Education in Latvia to Assure Quality and Achievement Equity. Doctoral 
Thesis. University of Latvia, 2009. Accessible at: https://dspace.lu.lv/dspace/handle/7/5162 (site last visited 
15.05.2016).
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pupils, but other factors, one that it is plausible are directly related to the education 
process itself. By the way, the quality of results attained by pupils from rural schools in 
the subject of the natural sciences in the PISA 2012 study are similar to the average re-
sults for pupils from all of Sweden and Russia, and for reading for Cyprus, in mathe-
matics for the level in Israel and Greece; however, this in no way precludes our need to 
continue to improve the education process and support for it in rural schools.

Results achieved by girls from Latvia in the PISA 2012 study are better than those 
for boys for reading and for the natural sciences. With respect to reading the su-
periority of results achieved by girls from Latvia has been evident in all study cycles 
from 2000 onwards, and this difference has essentially been constant (this also obtains 
for basic schools (the 4th grade) as shown by findings from IEA PIRLS); also for the 
natural sciences results attained by girls in all cycles have been superior to those at-
tained by boys, and this difference shows an increasing trend in the most recent cycles. 
As regards mathematics, up to now the difference in performance by boys and girls 
has not been statistically significant. 

The results achieved by pupils from Latvia in all subjects and in all PISA study 
 cycles do not differ for pupils coming from schools with Latvian as the language of in-
struction, and those where minority education programmes are carried out in the 
Russian language.

Results achieved by pupils from Latvia differ depending on the type of educational 
establishment that they attend. Individuals coming from Gymnasiums produce the 
highest average results (see Fig. 11), they are followed by upper secondary school stu-
dents, and then by basic school students (this comparison does not include 10th grade 
pupils from upper secondary schools and Gymnasiums).

An analogous dependence of results achieved by pupils from Latvia has been ob-
served in all PISA cycles from the year 2000 onwards, as well as in other international 
studies. Thus, in the PISA 2012 study students from Gymnasiums in Riga scored nearly 
570 points in mathematics, which put them immediately behind the average results for 
students from Shanghai (China) and Singapore, i.e. notionally in the 3rd place in the 
international table of results, in that average scores for all other countries taking part 
in PISA 2012 in the subject of mathematics being lower. However, we must bear in 
mind that this is a comparison of part of our best rather limited segment of students 
produced by the education system of Latvia with the average performance of students 
in other countries (it is true that Shanghai is only one city in China). We know that 
students entering a Gymnasium are selected on the basis of entrance examinations, 
with the aspiring students preparing themselves for these exams (with recourse to pri-
vate tutors, working in dedicated study groups, etc.), for the right to attend the Gym-
nasium; the SES of these pupils is on average quite high, there is a prevailing atmo-
sphere of working to achieve good results, etc. At the same time this demonstrates 
con vincingly that good results may be achieved this way. It is possible that the absence 
of similar factors may explain relatively inferior results attained by basic school pupils 
when compared with the results of upper secondary school students. The points scored 
by basic school pupils from Latvia for mathematics in PISA 2012 studies lie in the in-
terval 480 to 455 (depending on the location of their school), which is lower than the 
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average scores for OECD countries. However, it has to be noted that average scores for 
mathematics for students from the USA, Lithuania, Sweden, Hungary, and Greece also 
lie in this interval.

When comparing results in the light of different types of education establishment, 
it is necessary to consider the relevance of SES on student performance in Latvia. SES 
is very high for those attending Gymnasiums, in particular for those attending State 
Gymnasiums, followed by upper secondary schools and basic schools, where the SES 
is particularly low. Thus, differences in results achieved based on different type of insti-
tution may largely be explained by differences in SES, which, in turn, depend on loca-
tion of the establishment, the manner in which pupils are selected, and other factors. 
The measure of competitiveness between education establishments in Latvia for at-
tracting students from the same catchment area is higher than the average value for 
OECD countries, an effect which has been exacerbated by the overall decline in the 
number of pupils. The considerable freedom for parents in Latvia to choose the school 
for their children to attend increases the influence of SES on this choice, with a rapid 
decrease in the relative number of schools selected by socioeconomically advantaged 
families for their children (the number of such schools in Latvia chosen by parents 
with very high SES has declined since 2006 from 75–77% to 55%). Therefore, we must 
in Latvia make an effort to understand the situation we face and to search for ways 
how pupils from families with low SES, and in particular for schools with a large 
number of pupils with such a low SES may be brought to achieve better scholastic 
 results.

Development challenges facing schools and institutions of higher education 
A very rapid decline in the number of pupils is taking place in Latvia (see Fig. 12), 

this process is largely due to a decline in birth rate, as well as due to the fact that indi-
viduals are emigrating together with their children of school age.

From study year 1998/1999 to study year 2014/2015, the number of pupils attend-
ing general education daytime schools has fallen from 348 210 to 197 840, the number 
of school teachers, from 29 840 to 22 420, and the number of schools, from 1070 to 
800.63 Thus, pupil numbers have decreased by 43%, and the number of school teachers 

63 Ministry of Education and Science. Accessible at: http://www.izm.gov.lv/lv/publikacijas-un-statistika /statis-
tika-par-visparejo-izglitibu/2014-2015-m-g (site last visited 15.05.2016).
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and schools, by 25%. Whereas it is difficult to achieve a decrease in the number of 
schools and school teachers identical to the decline in number of pupils, the resulting 
disproportion leads to problems. One expression of these problems is the phenomenon 
of the number of pupils in a class and even in a school becoming very low, with the 
concomitant inefficient use of resources. A more important issue is the impact on the 
quality of education. 

There is a strong correlation in Latvia that the best results in international studies 
are attained by students from schools and classes with a large number of pupils. On 
average rural schools are smaller, they also have fewer pupils per teacher, classes are 
smaller, yet this correlation does not seem to pertain only to rural schools. It also does 
not mean that the large size of a school or class by itself leads to better achievements by 
pupils. The situation is essentially influenced by factors such as the SES of pupils and 
the location of their school, procedures for selection of pupils for admission (if there 
are any), an orientation of studying to achieve results in a school overall and in any 
given class, etc. Consequently, in Latvia the possible pedagogical advantages to study-
ing in a small school, or in a small class, cannot compensate for the effects of negative 
factors and results attained by pupils in such schools are on average lower (even when 
account is taken for the effect of the SES of pupils’ families).

The very considerable decrease in the number of school children in Latvia predi-
cates the need to adopt various measures, including optimisation of the school net-
work, understanding by this a reduction in the number of schools, some of these to be 
closed, others to be consolidated or reorganised (for example, transforming a 9-year 
basic school into a 6-year primary school or an upper secondary school into a basic 
school). It is interesting to note that international studies already in the early 1990s 

Fig. 12. The relative number of pupils attending general daytime schools, schools, and school 
teachers in Latvia
Source: MES statistics. Accessible at: http://www.izm.gov.lv/lv/publikacijas-un-statistika/ statistika-par-
izglitibu/statistika-par-visparejo-izglitibu (site last visited 15.05.2016).

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

SY
 19

98/
199

9

SY
 19

99/
200

0

SY
 20

00/
200

1

SY
 20

01/
200

2

SY
 20

02/
200

3

SY
 20

03/
200

4

SY
 20

04/
200

5

SY
 20

05/
200

6

SY
 20

06/
200

7

SY
 20

07/
200

8

SY
 20

08/
200

9

SY
 20

09/
201

0

SY
 20

10/
201

1

SY
 20

11/
201

2

SY
 20

12/
201

3

SY
 20

13/
201

4

SY
 20

14/
201

5

Number of pupils Number of teachers Number of schools



311

produced findings which allowed researchers to predict events and to come with rec-
ommendations on how the school network ought to develop in Latvia64  — primary 
schools to be close to where pupils live, upper secondary schools well-endowed with 
resources would be located further from where they live, and an adequately high level 
of education offered in rural schools, with these serving as multi-functional culture 
centres. The government declaration issued in 2014 on work to be accomplished con-
tains this exact task, because a systematic optimisation of the network of schools still 
had not happened. Reforms of the network of schools are painful for the MES, and 
even more so for municipalities which latter have often founded ge neral education 
schools, and politically the process is unappealing, as usually it leads to dissatisfied di-
rectors, school teachers, parents and pupils of the affected schools, with their protests 
reflected in the mass media.

Certainly problems need to be analysed and solutions found in the context of re-
gional development, since closure of a school usually leads to enhanced movement of 
people out of the affected area. Implementation of regional policy in Latvia has at times 
been inconsistent. The administrative territorial reform of Latvia took a very long time, 
and, it is possible, that the results have not been the best possible, since the structure 
which was formed was excessively fragmented. The situation is exacerbated by radical 
opinions which predict development of Latvia to take place only in the neighbourhood 
of the capital city — the region of Riga.

Quality of education is an issue that needs to be taken into account in optimisation 
of the network of schools, not only, for example, basing decisions on infrastructural 
costs for educational institutions which have many fewer pupils than previously and 
whose available space was meant for larger numbers of pupils. Assessment of the qual-
ity of education offered by particular schools will allow municipalities and the MES to 
maintain and to develop the best schools. If resources are freed up due to optimisation 
of the infrastructure of schools (closing schools or their amalgamation in the same 
premises), these ought to be applied to developing the education process and improve-
ment of teachers’ qualifications, to improve access to quality education everywhere in 
the education system of Latvia.

Support is vital for the profession of school teacher. Problems and challenges en-
countered by this important profession in Latvia are similar to those in many other 
countries.65 The group of school teachers are ageing, and, therefore, their numbers 
need to be renewed; there is also an evident preponderance of women school 

64 Kangro A. International Comparative Research in Education and Timely Aspects of Latvia`s Educational 
Policy. Humanities and Social Sciences. Latvia. Education Science in Latvia. Vol. 2 (27), 2000, pp.  27–45; 
Geske, A., Kangro, A. Differences in achievement of urban and rural students in Latvia in the context of 
international comparative studies. Humanities and Social Sciences. Latvia. Education Management in Latvia. 
Vol. 2 (42), 2004, pp. 22–37.

65 Kangro, A. The Bologna Declaration and professional teacher training in Latvia. The European Journal Vo-
cational Training. No. 33, September – December 2004/III. Greece: CEDEFOP – European Centre for the 
Development of Vocational Training, pp. 49–57; Kangro, A., Kangro, I. Teachers in Latvia: Topical Problems 
and Solutions in Times of Changes. Education and Nature in European Education. Rabensteiner, P. M., Ropo, 
E. (eds.). Baltmannsweiler: Schneider Verlag Hohengehren, 2012, pp. 128–153.

Andris Kangro    EDUCATION IN LATVIA



312 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

 teachers.66 All school teachers in Latvia ought, in future, to be required to have a Mas-
ter’s degree, as is the case in 15 EU member states. It should also be possible to ensure 
special support for young school teachers during their first year of work and later to 
continue their cooperation with an experienced school teacher-mentor.67

Considerable attention needs to be paid to subject content and teaching method-
ology. International comparative studies show that serious revision is called for in this 
area. Links between subjects are growing in importance, as is the ability to study inde-
pendently, to find information to analyse information critically and, for example, to 
master what is necessary via the Internet.68 A great deal of work needs to be done in 
the use of ICT in teaching methodology, as currently use of technology does not con-
tribute positively in Latvia as well as in other OECD PISA countries.69

The total number of students in Latvia over the time period 1990 to 199370 roughly 
corresponded to the number of students in the decade before restoration of inde-
pendence, with only a slight decrease year on year (from 46 000 to 39 000). However, 
the total number of students has substantially increased every year from 1994 onwards, 
reaching 130 693 in 2004. Thus, the student numbers in Latvia increased 3.35 times 
over this period of time.

The aforementioned phenomenon was an expression of the traditional striving by 
the people of Latvia to be educated, a process that was greatly influenced by how the 
democratic state developed after the renewal of independence. The type of educational 
programmes on offer broadened and the forms of pursuing studies became more 
 diverse — full-time and part-time studies in various configurations, on Saturdays and 
Sundays, during evening hours. Many newly developed or modernised study pro-
grammes became popular, e.g. in the social studies, humanities and pedagogy domains, 
in particular, Master’s degree programmes.

Analyses have shown that the very considerable increase in the numbers studying 
in Latvia is not due to demographic factors, although there was an increase in the 
numbers finishing general upper secondary studies in the time period between 1993 
and 2004, which, in turn reflected the slight increase in the number of babies born 
during the late 1980s. A relatively large fraction of those studying consisted of part-
time students, for example in 2005 these made up 39% of the total, and, furthermore, 
52.5% were older than 29. The demographic factor contributed significantly to the de-
cline in the numbers of students after 2005. Since the number of births in Latvia de-
creased by a factor of 2.2 over the period from 1988 to 1997, which was the largest 
such decrease in the entire history of Latvia; furthermore, part of the youth of Latvia 

66 TALIS 2013 Results: An International Perspective on Teaching and Learning. OECD Publishing, 2014. Ac-
cessible at http://www.istruzione.it/allegati/2014/OCSE_TALIS_Rapporto_Internazionale_EN.pdf (site last 
visited 15.05.2016).

67 Education and Training Monitor 2015. Luxemburg: Publications Office of the EU, 2015, p. 54.
68 Geske, A., Grīnfelds, A., Kangro, A., Kiseļova, R., Mihno, L. Quality of Education: International Comparison. 

Latvia in OECD Programme for International Student Assessment. 335 pp. 
69 Students, Computers and Learning: Making the Connection. Paris: OECD Publishing, 2015, 204 p. 
70 Studējošo skaits Latvijā. Accessible at: http://data.csb.gov.lv/api/v1/lv/Sociala/ikgad/izgl/IZ0260.px (site last 

visited 15.05.2016).
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went abroad to study at foreign universities. When compared with the situation in 43 
other countries in Europe which participate in the Bologna process, the decrease in 
numbers of students in Latvia is the second largest after that in Romania over the 
 period 2008–2012.71 Given statistics on births in Latvia we can predict a continued de-
crease in the total number of students until 2017; even afterwards no essential rise is 
forecast in the resource of youth from Latvia.72

Decrease in the number of students in Latvia is largely at the expense of fee-paying 
students, although some difficulties have been encountered in attracting a sufficient 
number of students to state-supported places. The total number of student places sup-
ported from the national budget has essentially remained unchanged from 1991 on-
ward (see Fig. 13); some redistribution of the allocation of state-supported student 
places by study direction, has taken place, and the financial support for each state-
supported place has changed, gradually increasing through to 2008, and then suffered 
as a result of the economic crisis, experiencing a reduction by 40%. Financial support 
for these student places has remained thereafter at essentially constant level, excluding 
support for research, which adds to budget resources of institutions of higher educa-
tion and, in particular, those of universities, and which is often attributed on a com-
petitive basis. The largest relative number of students in self-financed places with re-
spect to the total pursuing studies occurred in 2007 when it was 76%, whereas today 
this figure has decreased to 60%. Practically all students in exact sciences programmes 
benefit from support by state funds. A relatively large number of private universities 

71 The European Higher Education Area in 2015: Bologna Process Implementation Report. European Commis-
sion/EACEA/Eurydice. Luxemburg: Publications Office of the EU, 2015, 300 pp.

72 Cunska, Z. Baltic Journal of Economics. Vol. 10 (1), 2010, pp. 5–21.

Fig. 13. The number of students pursuing higher education in Latvia
Source: CSB database. Accessible at: http://data.csb.gov.lv/api/v1/lv/Sociala/ikgad/izgl/IZ0260.px (site last 
visited 15.05.2016).
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and colleges have been founded where all students pay tuition fees. The total number 
of students enrolled in these institutions of higher learning makes up 26% of the total 
number of students for AY 2014/2015.73 

The breakdown of students choosing various study directions has changed rapidly 
during the years of independence, with an increase in the relative number opting for 
social sciences with a concomitant decline in the relative number opting for the exact 
sciences. This phenomenon was due to the new economic conditions providing better 
career opportunities for business management, economics, legal, public relations, 
translation specialists, among others, while fundamental and applied exact sciences, 
and industrial manufacturing only began to recover after the restructuring of the 
economy. Increased interest in the study of social sciences may partly have been the 
caused by a certain disillusion felt by society during the transition to a democratic so-
ciety and a market economy. It is true that students in Latvia are not original in their 
choice inasmuch as the social sciences, business studies, and law are the three most 
popular study directions in all OECD countries, except in Korea where engineering is 
more popular.74 In Latvia, the new private institutions of higher education mostly offer 
social sciences study programmes. Fee-paying students in state institutions of higher 
education are enrolled in social sciences, humanities, pedagogy, and medical studies 
programmes. 

Based on predicted future demands of the labour market, Latvia has defined its 
intention to increase the numbers studying in the natural sciences’, technology, engi-
neering, and mathematics fields, by switching to these areas some state-supported stu-
dent places from the social sciences and pedagogy studies fields. It is vital to induce in 
larger numbers of pupils an interest in, and develop skills appropriate to, the exact 
 sciences as the only way to increase the number of students in the previously men-
tioned fields. A radical decrease has occurred in the number of students enrolled in 
pedagogic studies, from 26% to 6% of all students as a result of the decrease in the 
number of state-supported places; this may have a negative effect on the process of re-
newing the number of school teachers. 

A significant increase in the number of state and private institutions of higher 
learning took place in parallel with the increase of student numbers in Latvia (see 
Fig. 14). Presently there are six universities (of which three are located in Riga) and 
11 academies. Institutions of higher education are located in Riga and in the regions of 
Latvia. Many colleges were founded — these are institutions of higher education with 
professional study programmes of 2–3 years duration (see Fig. 15).

With the drop in student numbers in Latvia after 2005, the number of institutions 
of higher education which previously had grown very substantially has remained con-
stant. There were 57 institutions of higher learning active in Latvia, together with three 
branches of foreign institutions, in AY 2014/2015.

73 Pārskats par Latvijas augstāko izglītību 2014. gadā: Galvenie statistikas dati. Accessible at: http://www.izm.
gov.lv/images/statistika/augst_izgl/12.pdf (site last visited 15.05.2016).

74 Education at a Glance 2015: OECD Indicators. Paris: OECD Publishing, 2015, p. 74.
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The number of institutions of higher education in Latvia is too large given the re-
duction in the number of students — there are identical or very similar study direc-
tions and programmes offered by many universities and institutions of higher educa-
tion, including some with very few students enrolled. This situation undoubtedly leads 
to an irrational use of state funds and also of the private funds of students, and ham-
pers further improvement of the study process and the advancement of research. Re-
gulation of the issue of the number of state institutions of higher education and their 
cooperation is hindered by their reporting to six different ministries, a failing pointed 
out, for example, by OECD experts in their 2001 report.75

Thus, at least some of the institutions of higher education in Latvia are faced with 
the challenge of decreasing numbers of students. Certainly, in several cases a reduction 
in teaching staff and excess load on infrastructure will be necessary, given that in the 
past, for example, there were on average 50 students or more for every teaching staff 
member, in particular for social studies programmes. However, at present the number 
of institutions of higher education and colleges in Latvia with respect to its population 

75 Reviews of National Policies for Education. Latvia. Paris: OECD, 2001, 178 p.
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is greater than in many other countries, while the number of students in these estab-
lishments is much smaller.

In their reply to this challenge the institutions of higher education in Latvia are 
beginning to attract a growing number of foreign students, opportunities to study 
are being offered to people from various age groups, e-studies are being developed, 
including Massive Online Open Courses (MOOC). The population and the labour 
force in Latvia are ageing; the retirement age is being raised, which means that edu-
cation must be offered not only to young people in order to ensure economic de-
velop ment. For its part the MES is examining the issue of specialisation of institu-
tions of higher education, which currently is insufficient, although no realistic model 
has been found thus far, and neither is cooperation between these institutions in 
order to prevent autonomous offering of one and the same study programme, or a 
very similar programme, in several institutions of higher learning. In their competi-
tion for students and international competitiveness institutions of higher education 
are constantly modernising their study programmes in line with the development of 
society and technology, the demands of the labour market and of the new generation 
of  students.

Conclusions

The time period after restoration of Latvian state independence in 1991 has been 
replete with challenges and changes in the education system of Latvia. Considerable 
creative effort has been invested based both on the best traditions and heritage of edu-
cation in Latvia, and on foreign experience (offered by the EU, the Nordic Council, the 
OECD, the World Bank, etc.), in order to restore and to improve an education system 
in Latvia compatible with circumstances today of being an independent, democratic 
member state of the EU, and which is based on Western democratic values. Initially 
there was a rapid pace of reforms, the reforms process implemented was accompanied 
by extensive debate, by local initiatives and actions, thus the process was more both 
bottom-up and top-down, since most members of society were ready for changes to 
take place. As a result these did not lead to any barriers for accession by our state to 
the EU (2014) and the process of joining the OECD (2014–2016) has not been hin-
dered — the education system of Latvia is fully compatible.

A high level of education of the population of Latvia has always been a tradition 
and a value. This has been expressed post restoration of independence by the consider-
able interest of young people and other generations to embark on studies to develop 
their skills so as better to work and to find their place during this time of changes as-
sociated with creating an independent state and its further development. As a result, 
the relative number of people in Latvia with higher education is rising rapidly, and in 
2014 this has reached 40% for the age group of 30–34 year olds. OECD predicted in 
2013 a continued rapid increase in the education level of the population of Latvia — 
58% of the youth of Latvia will eventually acquire higher education at Bachelor’s level, 
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with the majority of these embarking on these doing so by the age of 30; as many as 
77% will begin such a course of study some time during their adult life.

Higher education is positively coupled not only with greater opportunities to find 
work in the profession of one’s choice and to receive higher remuneration, but also 
prosperity in a broader sense, satisfaction with life, a longer life span, and even with 
better health. There is a pronounced correlation between the level of higher education 
of parents and high achievement in school by their children and desires to continue 
their education. Therefore, the high level of education already attained by the people of 
Latvia and trends in this regard give a positive wider prospect.

The University of Latvia has already entered two prestigious rankings of world 
universities (QS and THE), which means that it is within the top 5% of the best uni-
versities in the world. The new additional rating programme of QS has evaluated two 
universities in Latvia — the University of Latvia was given an overall rating of 4 stars, 
while Riga Technical University was rated with 3 stars. The increasing degree of inter-
nationalisation of studies and research also attest to the quality level of higher educa-
tion in Latvia.

The system of schools in Latvia has ensured gradual improvement in the quality of 
education during the entire period of time since restoration of independence in 1991, 
and, furthermore, the rate of improvement is the greatest when compared with all 
other countries. International studies have shown that reforms carried out in Latvia of 
the education system have raised its quality from “fair” to “good”, and also that pres-
ently we are well on the way to a rating of “excellent”. Comparisons made internation-
ally of the education level offered in basic schools in Latvia show that in terms of all 
aspects of basic knowledge and skills (mathematics, the natural sciences, reading) it is 
higher than average, and that pupils finishing basic schooling are at the same average 
levels as in other developed countries, i.e. in OECD and EU countries. Test results 
demonstrated by our pupils show that in terms of knowledge and skills, as well as in 
the rate of development of these, permit Latvia to be classed among the top 10–20% 
countries of the world in terms of a high quality school education.

This said it does not mean that there is no need for further improvements and 
continued education reform in our country. For example, differences between the 
qualities of education between that offered in cities and in rural areas must be reduced, 
as well as the dependence of pupils’ achievement on the socioeconomic situation of 
their parents; the network of schools needs to be optimised further. Attention needs to 
be paid to improving the content of education and methodology, including sensible 
use of ICT. Support for the teaching profession will be decisive in the implementation 
of reforms, the prestige of teachers must be raised in society, the system of their remu-
neration needs to be clarified, more stringent professional requirements need to be in-
troduced in the context of life-long learning, with a trend for all teachers to have a 
Master’s degree. In the domain of higher education, the high degree of resource frag-
mentation needs to be reduced, this fragmentation arising from institutions of higher 
education reporting to six different ministries, as well as the phenomenon of identical, 
or nearly identical, study programmes simultaneously on offer in many institutions, 
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together with the large number of study programmes; the competitiveness of studies 
and research needs to be raised in an international light.

The achievements of Latvia in regard to education, as measured and recognised by 
international studies, and the trend of positive changes, undoubtedly point to good 
prospects for the development of our system of education; however, we must bear in 
mind that we will have to find by ourselves, to a greater extent than up to now, specific 
ways on how to effect future changes, of course, taking advantage of international ex-
perience in setting overall goals and assessing the results achieved.
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SCIENCE IN LATVIA

The key aspects of how science developed in Latvia are outlined from the period of the Enlighten-
ment to the present, with an emphasis on the role played by Baltic German scientists during the 
initial phase. Extensive research was carried out at Riga Polytechnic (RP, RPI) after its creation 
in 1862. In particular, distinguished research in chemistry was carried out by W. Ostwald and 
P.  Walden. The first ethnic Latvian scientists worked outside of Latvia. It was only with the estab-
lishment of the University of Latvia in 1919  as a national level university, that conditions were put 
in place for these individuals to work in Latvia. After 1945, scientific activities were integrated into 
the unitary system of the USSR. Modern science disciplines developed in Latvia during the 1960s–
1980s, with the Academy of Sciences and an affiliated network of research institutes. After the 
recovery of independence, science in Latvia was reunited with higher education; the competitive 
sectors of research were able to find their place in the European Research Area, and the humanities 
developed, as did Lettonics (Letonistics, Letonics, Lettonic studies, Latvian studies, Letonika in 
Latvian). Eminent scientists are described, as is the current status of science in Latvia, including 
factors hindering further developments.

Keywords: science, Riga Polytechnic Institute, University of Latvia, Latvian Academy of Sciences, 
research institutes, achievements in science, Lettonics

Science is both international and intrinsically multi-faceted, yet it has developed 
differently in different countries. Scientists from all nations (including small ones) all 
make their contributions, particularly before science became as globalised as it is 
today, they would impart their own unique imprint on one or another branch of 
 science. In this sense, we may speak development of science locally, including in Latvia, 
as part of a single historical process, evaluating the branches of science in which Lat-
vians (i.e., those working in Latvia) perform the best, the branches Latvian scientists 
have worked in the past, and in which they currently work, in their homeland or 
abroad, as well as how science might develop further in Latvia.
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The overall development of science in Latvia is presented both from the standpoint 
of the history of science globally, as well as being an essential part of the cultural his-
tory of Latvia.1 

While Anglo-American science traditionally insists on a separation between the 
exact and natural science and the humanities, in Germany, in Northern and in Eastern 
Europe the unity of science is usual (Wissenschaft, la science, наука). In Latvia and 
among Latvians, there is a tendency to speak about science2 as a whole.3

It is only correct to speak about the science of Latvia when referring to the period 
after the foundation of the independent state of Latvia and of the University of Latvia 
in 1919. Previously science had developed in the context of the three Baltic Provinces 
and the University of Dorpat (since 1918 Tartu), which had been re-opened in 1802; 
the University of Tartu then became the principal centre for science and an institution 
of higher education common to present-day Estonia and Latvia. The role played by 
this university in the formation of the Estonian and the Latvian nations, in addition to 
the local advancement of science (academic life), is immeasurable. At the height of its 
activities, during the 19th century, the most influential persons at the University of 
Tartu were residents of the Baltic of German origin, as well as individuals who had 
come directly from Germany. This university was a unique centre of scientific excel-
lence in the Russian Empire and one of the factors promoting its modernisation.4

Academia Petrina, learned societies, Riga Polytechnic

During the Enlightenment and well before the foundation of University of Tartu, 
another institution of higher learning, Academia Petrina, opened in Jelgava in 1775; 
this was an academic grammar school named in honour of its founder Peter von Biron, 
Duke of Courland. Professors who were members of the Academy of Science at 

1 Stradiņš, J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā. 2. izd. Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 2012. This 
book includes an extensive historiography as well as extensive references to the works of different authors; 
Страдынь, Я. П. Основные этапы развития естествознания в Латвии. Из истории естествознания и 
техники Прибалтики, Т. 6. Рига: Зинатне, 1980, с. 5–29; Stradiņš, J. Etīdes par Latvijas zinātņu pagātni. 
Rīga: Zinātne, 1982; Stradiņš, J. Zinātne un zinātnieks Latvijas vēsturē. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēs-
tis.  A  daļa, Nr. 4/5/6, 2002, 91.–101.  lpp.; Stradiņš, J. Latviešu zinātnieki Latvijā un ārzemēs. Apvienotais 
Pasaules latviešu zinātnieku 3. kongress un Letonikas 4. kongress “Zinātne, sabiedrība un nacionālā identitāte”. 
Rīga, 2011. gada 24.–27. oktobris. Plenārsēžu materiāli. Rīga: Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija, 2012, 39.–60. lpp.

2 The term in the Latvian language for science, ‘zinātne’, was proposed in 1873–1874 by Atis Kronvalds, an 
educator and fierce supporter of the Latvian National Awakening; its acceptance was gradual, in fact it only 
came after the foundation of the Republic of Latvia, as for a considerable time the term ‘zinības’ (know-
ledge) was in general use. Both of these terms are traditionally used to refer to the totality of all branches of 
 science.

3 Mīlenbahs, K. Darbu izlase, 1. sēj. Rīga: LU Latviešu valodas institūts, 2009, 201.–206. lpp.; Stradiņš, J. Zināt-
nes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā, 25.–26. lpp.

4 Engelhardt, R., von. Die deutsche Universität Dorpat in ihrer geistesgeschichtlicher Bedeutung. Reval: Kluge, 
1933; Tartu Űlikooli ajalugu: I–III. 1632–1982. Siilivask, K. (Ed.).Tallinn: Valgus, 1982; Vīksna, A. Tērbatas 
Uni versitāte. Rīga: Zinātne, 1986; Šaurums, G. Tērbatas universitāte, 1632–1932. Rīga: Autora apgādībā, 
1932; Stradiņš, J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā, 7. nodaļa.
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St.   Petersburg carried out internationally re-
cognised research at this establishment, includ-
ing the mineralogist Johann Jacob Ferber, the 
astronomer and mathematician Wilhelm Gott-
lieb Friedrich Beitler, and later the metrologist 
and astronomer Magnus Georg Paucker.5 A 
group of scientists from Riga who were active 
at the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries de-
serves mention; it included the physicist Georg 
Friedrich Parrot and his friend, the first Latvian 
naturalist and pharmaceutical medical doctor 
David Hieronymus Grindel, who conducted 
the first medical and pharmaceutical disco-
veries in Riga. In 1803, Grindel founded the 
first pharmaceutical chemistry association in 
the Russian Empire in Riga.6 

Although during the 19th century there 
was no university in either Riga or Jelgava, 
learned societies were active in both cities, in-
cluding the Society of Practicing Medical Doc-
tors of Riga (established in 1822), the Society 
of Investigators of the History and Antiquity of 
the Baltic Provinces (est. 1834), the Riga So-
ciety of Natural Scientists (est. 1845), etc.

The Courland Society of the Letters and Arts (1815–1939), which was founded in 
Jelgava, was the first regional academy of sciences in the Baltic provinces; the Charter 
of the present-day Latvian Academy of Sciences (LAS) declares the Courland Society 
to be one of its predecessors.7 The active members of the Courland Society included 
M. G. Paucker, Professor of Mathematics at Jelgava; the chemist and physicist Theodor 
Freiherr von Grothuss, famous for establishing the first theory of electrolysis and the 

5 Stradiņš, J., Strods, H.  Jelgavas Pētera akadēmija: Latvijas pirmās augstskolas likteņgaitas. Rīga: Zinātne, 
1975; Stradiņš, J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā, 2.–3. nodaļa; Klētnieks, J. Astronomija un ģeodēzija 
Latvijā līdz 20. gadsimtam. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2014.

6 No Grindeļa līdz mūsdienām: apceres par farmācijas tradīcijām un jaunu ārstniecības preparātu meklējum-
iem Latvijā. Stradiņš, J. (sast., red.). Rīga: Nordik, 1996; Stradiņš, J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā, 
327.–337. lpp.

7 Schlau, W.  Die Kurländische Gesellschaft für Literatur und Kunst und das Kurländische Provinzialmuseum 
zu Mitau. Baltische Hefte. Bd. 14, Hannover – Döhren, 1968, S. 5–107; Stradiņš, J. Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijai 
50 gadi. 1. daļa: Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija: izcelsme, vēsture, pārvērtības. Rīga: Zinātne, 1998, 2. nodaļa; 
Stradiņš, J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā, 6. nodaļa; Jahresverhandlungen der Kurländischen Gesell-
schaft für Literatur und Kunst, Bd. 1–2.  Mitau: J. F. Steffenhagen und Sohn, 1819–1822; Stradiņš, J. Kurzemes 
Literatūras un mākslas biedrība (1815–1939) — zinātņu akadēmijas aizsākums Latvijā. Latvijas Zinātņu 
Akadēmijas Vēstis. A daļa, Nr. 1/2, 2006, 4.–18. lpp; Stradiņš, J. Courland Society of Letters and Arts — the 
first point of reference for the Academies of Sciences in the Baltic. Academies of Sciences for Research and 
Innovation: Past and Future: proceedings of the 14th Baltic Conference on Intellectual Cooperation. Šteinbuka, I. 
(Ed.). Riga: Latvian Academy of Sciences, 2016, pp. 100–107.

Fig. 1. Postage stamp issued to commemorate the 200th 
anniversary of the foundation of the Courland Society 
of the Letters and Arts (CSLA, the first Academy 
of Sciences in the Baltic Provinces: the building 
of Academia Petrina in Jelgava, the emblem of the 
Society, portraits of personalities associated with CSLA 
(M. G. Paucker, G. Merkel, K. Watson, J. F. Recke 
T. Grotthuss, A. Bielenstein et al.). Drawing by the 
artist Elita Viliama, 2015
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basis for understanding photochemistry 
(the first law of photochemistry was re-
ported at a meeting of this learned so-
ciety in 1818);8 the biologist Eduard von 
Eichwald; and Karl Watson, who studied 
the Latvian ethnos and promoted educa-
tion of Latvians in their mother tongue. 
August Bielenstein, a clergyman and 
distinguished scholar of the Latvian lan-
guage and its grammar (also a Corre-
sponding Member of the St. Petersburg 
Academy of Sciences) was later an hon-
orary Member of the Courland Society; 
his linguistic, ethnographic, folklore, 
and historical geographic studies cannot 
be overrated. The findings of Bielenstein 
were employed in setting the geographic 
frontiers of the newly founded Republic 
of Latvia (along ethnic lines) in 1918–
1920.9

In terms of his achievements, Au-
gust Bielenstein may be compared with 
Gotthard Friedrich Stender, a literary 
figure, theologian, and linguist who lived 
in the Duchy of Courland in the 18th 
century and who brought the Enlighten-
ment to the Latvian people, founded 
Latvian linguistics and lay literature, and 

also extensively, by the standards of the times, engaged in popularising science among 
Latvians, who were then mostly serfs (his book Augstas gudrības grāmata no pasaules 
un dabas (A Book of High Wisdom on the World and on Nature) was printed in 1774, 

8 Grothuss, T. Abhandlungen über Elektrizität und Licht. Leipzig: W. Engelmann, 1906. (Ostwald`s Klassiker 
der exacten Wissenschaften, Nr. 152); Страдынь, Я. Теодор Гротгус, 1785–1822. Москва: Наука, 1966; 
Stradiņš, J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā, 377.–382. lpp.

9 Starptautiskā zinātniskā konference “Dr. Augusts Bīlenšteins par latviešu kultūras pamatvērtībām – arī Eiropā”: 
referātu krājums. Rīga, 2007. gada 6. jūlijā. Korsaka, I. (sast.). Rīga: Latvijas Akadēmiskā bibliotēka, 2007; Stra-
diņš, J. Augusta Bīlenšteina devumu un likteni latvieša acīm XX gadsimta nogalē pārlūkojot. Bīlenšteins, A. 
Kāda laimīga dzīve: Dobeles mācītāja Dr. A. Bīlenšteina autobiogrāfija. Rīga: Rīgas Multimediju centrs, 1995, 
372.–387. lpp.; Stradiņš, J. Atskats uz letonistikas sākumiem. Stradiņš, J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā, 
8. nodaļa, 471.–524.  lpp.; Bielenstein, A. Lettische Grammatik. Mitau: F. Lucas Buchhandlung, 1863; Bie-
lenstein, A. Die lettische Sprache nach ihren Lauten und Formen erklärend und vergleichend. Th. 1: Die Laute. 
Die Wortbildung. Berlin: F. Dümmler, 1863.; Ibid., Th. 2: Die Wortbeugung. Berlin: F. Dümmler, 1864; Kļa-
viņa,  S. Latviešu valodas pētnieki: no klaušu laikiem līdz savai valstij: darbu izlase. Rīga: RaKa, 2008, 25.–
51. lpp.; the fundamental works by A. Bielenstein on the Latvian language, grammar, and territories occupied 
by various Latvian tribes was reprinted in 2011 by the  “Nabi Press” publishing company in India, and is still an 
important source for Latvian Studies.

Fig. 2. A new edition, published in India, of the classical 19th 
century edition of the books published by August Bielenstein 
about Latvian ethnography and language (Nabi Press, 2011)
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reprinted  in 1776, with a revised edition appearing in 1796; such an “encyclopaedia 
for peasants” had no equivalent in the Europe of his time).10 G. F. Stender, K. Watson, 
and A. Bielenstein — all rural Lutheran pastors — may be considered as distant ances-
tors of Lettonics, at a time when the ancient and essential role of the Latvian and 
 Lithuanian languages in understanding the origin and kinship of the Indo-European 
languages was demonstrated globally at the same time as comparative linguistics was 
born and the concept of the Baltic group of languages was developed.

The next period in the development of research on the territory of Latvia began 
with the foundation in 1862 of Riga Polytechnic (RP), which later was transformed 
into the Riga Polytechnic Institute (RPI, 1896) and in 1919 was the base on which the 
University of Latvia (UL) was created.11 

As an institution of higher learning, the RPI was oriented towards practical discip-
lines and technology; hence, it significantly promoted the modernisation and industria-
lisation of Riga and the Baltic provinces during the period preceding the First World 
War. Alongside the University of Tartu, it became at that time the second centre in the 
Baltic where fundamental research took place, yielding results that earned an enduring 
resonance in world science, in particular in chemistry and engineering  science.12 

Particularly noteworthy are the investigations in physical chemistry carried out by 
Riga-born Wilhelm Ostwald (professor at the RP 1881–1887) and Paul Walden (a lec-
turer, then professor in Riga 1889–1919), who was born into a peasant family in 
Vidzeme. W. Ostwald won the Nobel Prize in 1909 for his work on chemical  equilibrium 

10 Frīde, Z. Latvis. Gothards Frīdrihs Stenders. Rīga: Zinātne, 2003; Stenders, G. F. Augstas gudrības grāmata no 
pasaules un dabas. Jelgava; Aizpute: J. F. Hinc, 1774 (2. izd., 1776; 3. izd., 1796); Gothards Fridrihs Stenders. 
Augstas gudrības grāmata no pasaules un dabas: 1796. gada izdevuma teksts ar ievadrakstiem un komentā-
riem. Rīga: Liesma, 1988; Stradiņš, J. Atskats uz letonistikas sākumiem, 471.–524. lpp.

11 Riga Polytechnic Institute was re-opened in 1958, and from 1990 onwards it bears the name Riga Technical 
University (RTU).

12 Augstākās tehniskās izglītības vēsture Latvijā. 1. daļa: Rīgas Politehnikums. Rīgas Politehniskais institūts. 
1862–1919. J.  Brieža u.c. red. Rīga: RTU, 2002; Stradiņš, J., Grosvalds, I. Rīgas Politehniskais institūts 
(1862–1919) — zinātnes un Latvijas progresa virzītājs. Rīgas Tehniskās universitātes vēstures lappuses: rakstu 
krājums. Rīga: RTU, 1992, 9.–51. lpp. (Acta Historiae Scientiarum Baltica. Vol. 9).

Fig 3. The building of Riga Polytechnic (built 
in 1869) which from 1919 has served as the 
principal (old) building of the University 
of Latvia, a symbol of science and higher 
education in Latvia. Reproduction by 
Alfons Bērmanis from an original drawing 
by Professor Gustav Hilbig, who designed the 
building (Rigaer Almanach, 1869)
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and catalysis which he 
start ed in Riga; he is the only 
scientist who worked in Riga 
ever to be awarded a Nobel 
Prize. The results obtained 
by Ostwald during his work 
in Riga have led to the year 
1887 being recognised 
world-wide as the date in 
the history of chemistry 
marking the birth of physi-
cal chemistry.13 The Swedish 
scientist Svante Arr henius 
was a visiting scientist at the 
laboratory head ed by Ost-
wald in Riga in 1885–1886 
when he worked out the 
theory predicting electro-
lytic dissociation (free ion 
theory) and the scientific 
basis for calculating chemi-
cal reaction rates (ki ne tics).14

In Riga, Paul Walden, a 
student of W. Ostwald, developed the Walden Inversion, provided basic support for 
the biogenic theory of the origin of petroleum, and made original contributions to the 
theory of solutions. He has been recognised as the founder of electrochemistry of 
non-aqueous solutions. Even today Walden is considered the most distinguished sci-
entist of Latvian origin whose achievements are still mentioned in encyclopaedias, 
quoted in textbooks and analysed in specialist literature; he was nominated for the 
Nobel Prize seven times (unsuccessfully), starting in 1913.15 Monuments dedicated to 

13 Walden, P. Wilhelm Ostwald. Leipzig: W. Engelmann, 1904; Ostwald, W. Lebenslinien — eine Selbstbiograp-
hie. Nach der Ausgabe von 1926/27 überarb. und komment. von K. Hansel. Leipzig: Sächsische Akademie 
Wissenschaften zu Leipzig, 2003. (Abhandlungen der Sächsischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Leipzig. 
Naturwissenschafliche Klasse, Bd. 61); Страдынь, Я. П. Рижский период деятельности Вильгельма 
Оствальда и становление классической физической химии. Известия Академии наук Латвийской 
ССР, № 7, 1979, c. 33–44.

14 Crawford, E. Arrhenius. From Ionic Theory to the Greenhouse Effect. Canton: Science History Publications, 
1996. (See Chapters IV–V for an account of work done by Arrhenius at Riga Polytechnic).

15 Cтрадынь, Я. П., Соловьев, Ю. И. Павел Иванович (Паул) Вальден, 1863–1957. Москва. Наука, 1988; 
Walden, P. Wege und Herbergen: mein Leben. Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1974; Akadēmiķis Pauls Valdens = 
Академик П. И. Вальден:  biobibliogrāfiskais rādītājs. Andersone, I. (sast.). Rīga: Zinātne, 1983; Stradiņš, J. 
Pauls Valdens — latviešu tautas pazudušais dēls. Trešā atmoda: raksti un runas 1988.–1990. gadā Latvijā 
un par Latviju. Rīga: Zinātne, 1992, 316.–331. lpp.; Stradiņš, J. Izcilais zinātnieks Pauls Valdens un viņa 
150  gadu jubileja — UNESCO pasaules gadskārtu sarakstā. Zinātnes un kultūras mijiedarbība Latvijā un 
pasaulē: Jāņa Stradiņa gada grāmata. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2015. 146.–156. lpp.  The American 
Chemical Society awarded in 2011 a memorial plaque to the RTU commemorating the long-running cita-
tion of a paper published in 1896 by P. Walden.

Fig. 4. A monument to the Nobel 
Prize Laureate Wilhelm Ostwald 
unveiled in Riga, the city of his 
birth, on the 800th anniversary of 
Riga. Sculptor Andris Vārpa, 2001

Fig. 5. A portrait of Paul Walden 
(with his autograph), the most 
eminent Professor and Rector of 
RPI (circa 1913) (from Stradiņš, J. 
Cilvēki, eksperimenti, idejas. Rīga: 
Zinātne, 1965)
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Ostwald and Walden were unveiled in Riga, 
since 1998, sym posiums on organic chemistry 
named after P. Walden have been held in Riga.

The following scientists who worked at the 
“old” RPI (1862–1919) deserve mention: phys-
icist August Toepler (developed the Schlieren 
Method allowing visualising sound waves); 
mathematician Piers Bohl (fixed point theo-
rem, quasi-periodic functions); Engelbert 
 Arnold, specialist in electric machine engi-
neering; Alvils Buholcs, pioneer of photo-
grammetry; Maximilian von Glasenapp, devel-
oped cement technology; Carl Bruno Doss, 
specialist in quaternary geology; a number of 
engineers-scientists, also one of the pioneers of 
astronautics and rocketry Friedrich Zander 
(started investigations as a RPI student, 1905–
1914). In 1903–1914, Wilhelm Ostwald, 
 August Toepler, Svante Arrhenius, Nikolay 
Zhu kov sky, Sergei Winogradsky e.a. received 
the title of Honorary Member of the RPI. On the occasion of the 150th anniversary of 
the foundation of RPI (2012), Friedrich Zander, Mikhail Dolivo-Dobrovolsky, Ignacy 
Moscicki, Zigfrīds Meierovics e.a., together with Paul Walden (already in 2011) have 
been named post mortem to be Honorary Members of the RPI.16

The majority of the scientists mentioned above are of German origin (either Bal-
tic Germans or immigrants from abroad). In recent times, there has been a tendency 
to integrate these into the national cultural legacy of Latvia. It is difficult to overesti-
mate in any historical account the significant role played by Baltic Germans in devel-
oping local scientific and academic traditions. The 300th anniversary of the birth of 
G. F. Stender (2014), the 200th anniversary of the establishment of the Courland Soci-
ety of the Letters and Arts (2015), as well as the 150th anniversary of the birth of 
P. Walden (2013) were inscribed in the UNESCO list of commemorations. However, 
it is also true that the Baltic German political, administrative and intellectual elite 
obstructed the advancement of ethnic Latvians in academic life up until proclama-
tion of Latvian independence. The first Latvian scientists and scientists of Latvian or-
igin (such as D. H. Grindel, P. Walden) progressed in academic life by integrating 
into a German environment, not by insisting on their natio nality.

16 Augstākās tehniskās izglītības vēsture Latvijā. 5. daļa: Rīgas Tehniskā universitāte. J. Brieža u.c. red. Rīga: RTU, 
2016.

Fig 6. The diploma of Honorary Member of the RPI 
accorded to the Swedish scientist Svante Arrhenius on 
the occasion of the 50th anniversary of Riga Polytechnic 
Institute in 1912 (from the collection of the History 
Museum of the Riga Technical University)
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The first Latvian scientists in their homeland and abroad

The first academically educated individuals who identified themselves as Latvians 
and who took part in the public life of the emerging Latvian nation during the  mid-19th 
century belonged to a group called the New Latvians. Krišjānis Valdemārs, Krišjānis 
Barons (an astronomer by training), Fricis Brīvzemnieks, Jānis Krodznieks (Krīgers) 
and others worked as amateur scientists, sought to popularise knowledge and learning, 
collected folklore, and examined local history from a Latvian point of view, and it was 
in this environment that the first professional scientists appeared. These  individuals 
(as K. Mīlenbahs, J. Endzelīns) progressively took over study of the Latvian language  
from Baltic German pastors, collected and systematised the very rich heritage of Lat-
vian folklore (Kr. Barons, Fr. Brīvzemnieks), popularised knowledge among Lat vians 
(Kr. Valdemārs, Kr. Barons), and asserted that the Latvian people themselves were best 
placed to study and to refine their language and values (J. Alunāns, A. Kron valds).17 
The immortal achievement of Krišjānis Barons was to collect, academically categorise 
and publish (with support from the Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg) a monu-
mental collection of Latvian folk-songs, the Latvju Dainas (1894–1915). The six vol-
umes of this work included 217 996 traditional Latvian folk-songs, quatrains collected 
personally over many years by Kr. Ba rons, Fr. Brīv zemnieks and others.18

In late 19th century and early 20th century, Latvians  mostly worked in science at 
centres in western Russia (St. Petersburg, Moscow), and at universities in Ukraine19;  
i.e., we may speak of the first period of Latvian intellectual exile. Kr. Valdemārs worked 
in St. Petersburg and Moscow (carrying out studies of economic nature). Fr. Brīvzem-
nieks and Kr. Barons began studies and publication of folk-songs whilst living in Russia. 

In 1891, while he was working in St Petersburg, the Latvian veterinarian and mi-
crobiologist Kristaps Helmanis discovered mallein (a product used to detect the dis-
ease glanders in equids);20 the chemist Jūlijs Auškāps also worked there and used 
spectroscopy to detect for the first time the presence of colouring materials (dyes) on 
the surface of textile fibres (1910). Working in Moscow, the physiologist and biochem-
ist Roberts Krimbergs isolated carnitine, an important biochemical product (1905), 
and the physicist Vilis Altbergs, a student of Pyotr Lebedev, was the first to measure 
the pressure exerted by sound waves (1902). The economist Kārlis Balodis carried out 
studies of economics and statistics while working in Germany and in Russia. Jānis 
Endzelīns, the pre-eminent Latvian linguist, was Professor at the University of 
Kharkov until 1920, where he wrote a monumental work on Latvian grammar, Lat-
viešu gramatika (published in 1922 in Heidelberg).21 The sinologist Pēteris Šmits, ar-

17 Latvija 19. gadsimtā: vēstures apceres. J. Bērziņa red. Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 2000.
18 Latvju Dainas = Латышскія народныя песни = Chansons populaires lataviennes. 1.–6. sēj. Kr. Barona un 

H. Visendorfa sast. Jelgava; Pēterburga, 1894–1915.
19 [Mīlenbahs F.] Latvieši un latvietes Krievijas augstskolās. Jelgava: H. Alunāna drukātava, 1908.
20 Dārziņš, E. Zemmers, Kalniņš, Helmanis. Dzīve un darbi. Rīga: A. Gulbis, 1934 (2. izd. ar A. Vīksnas komen-

tāriem. Rīga: Zinātne, 1993); the discovery of mallein may be considered as the first notable achievement by 
Latvians in the field of microbiology. K. Helmanis (in Russian — K. Гельман) maintained scientific contacts 
with L. Pasteur, and in 1886 founded the first Pasteur Institute in Russia (in St Petersburg).

21 Endzelin, J. Lettische Grammatik. Riga: A. Gulbis, 1922. 
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chaeologist Francis Balodis, medical doctor Mārtiņš Zīle, and a group of gifted, young 
physicians who graduated from the St Petersburg Imperial Military Medical Academy 
(Pēteris Sniķers, Jēkabs Alksnis, Pauls Stradiņš a.o.) started professional careers in 
Russia and Ukraine at the end of the 19th century and in the early 20th century. 

Even more important cradles for young Latvian intellectuals and potential were 
the University of Tartu and the Riga Latvian Society (RLS), the latter with its Commis-
sion on Science (RLS CS, 1869) which may be counted as the first unofficial Latvian 
Academy of Knowledge.22 Latvian amateur scientists first presented themselves at an 
international event at the 10th All-Russia Congress of Archaeology in Riga (presenta-
tions were made by Ludis Bērziņš and Jānis Krodznieks, together with an exhibition 
about Latvian ethnography). From 1876 onwards, the RLS regularly published a col-
lection of scientific papers in Latvian, and developed a new orthography for the Lat-
vian language based on the Latin alphabet (1908).23 With support from the RLS CS, 
Mīlenbachs started to write an explanatory etymological dictionary of the Latvian lan-
guage, Latviešu valodas vārdnīca, which was completed in independent Latvia and 
published by the distinguished Latvian linguist J. Endzelīns.24 Amateur scientists 
 studied Latvian issues under the auspices of the Commission on Knowledge, i.e. out-
side the framework of institutions of higher learning and official research institutes 
(later, in 1932 this Commission chaired by P. Šmits and J. Endzelīns was transformed 
into a private Academy of Sciences, Academia Scientiarum Latviensis SRL, which re-
mained in existence until 1940).25 Both of these institutions are today recognised as 
forerunners of the present-day Latvian Academy of Sciences.

In 1856–1874, A. Kronvalds and J. Alunāns began developing scientific terminol-
ogy for the Latvian language, with their efforts supplemented by individuals who con-
tributed to a dictionary published by the RLS CS, Konversācijas vārdnīca (1903–1921), 
and later, the epic work, Latviešu konversācijas vārdnīca (1927–1940).26 The idea of 
founding a Latvian university and a Latvian Science Academy was born among refu-
gees fleeing the First World War (in Moscow and Tartu, 1916–1917). In 1916, Pauls 
Dāle, a masters’ student in Moscow, advanced the idea of a consolidated Latvian Uni-
versity, which would include a Science Academy; later, he was among those who or-
ganised the UL, and was Professor of Philosophy there.27

22 Stradiņš, J. Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija: izcelsme, vēsture, pārvērtības, 3. nodaļa
23 Kļaviņa, S. Latviešu valodas pētnieki: no klaušu laikiem līdz savai valstij: darbu izlase, 116.–165. lpp.; Jan-

sone,  I. Pareizrakstības reformas simtgade. Letonikas otrais kongress: plenārsēžu materiāli. Rīga: Latvijas 
Zinātņu akadēmija, 2008. 36.–56. lpp.; Stradiņš, J. Par ortogrāfiju un tautas kultūras identitāti. Latvijas Vēst-
nesis, Nr. 120, 2008, 6. aug.

24 Mīlenbahs, K. Latviešu valodas vārdnīca. I–IV sēj. Red., papildin., turp. J. Endzelīns. Rīga: Kultūras fonds, 
1923–1932.

25 Adamovičs, L. Latviešu zinātnes šūpulis Rīgas Latviešu biedrībā: Zinību komisija un Zinātņu komiteja. Rīgas 
Latviešu biedrības Zinātņu komitejas rakstu krājums. A. Humanitāri raksti, 23. krāj. Rīga, 1940, 14.–23. lpp.; 
Stradiņš,  J., Cēbere, Dz. Rīgas Latviešu biedrības Zinātņu komitejas darbība: sasniegtais un nepaveiktais. 
1932–1940. Latvijas Vēstures Institūta Žurnāls, Nr. 3, 1993, 88.–111. lpp.

26 Latviešu konversācijas vārdnīca. 1.–21. sēj. Rīga: A. Gulbis, 1927–1940.
27 Dāle, P. Latviešu augstskola. Dzimtenes Atbalss (Maskava), Nr. 24, 1916, 26. marts, 1. lpp.; Nr. 25, 1916, 

30.  marts, 1.–2.  lpp.; Nr. 26, 1916, 2. apr., 1.–2. lpp.; Dāle, P. Vēsturisks pārskats par Latvijas Augstskolas 
no dibināšanu un viņas darbību pirmā (1919./20.) mācības gadā. Rīga: Latvijas Augstskola, 1921.
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Research at the University of Latvia and at other institutions 
of the Republic of Latvia (1919–1940) 

After the proclamation of the Latvian state in 1918 and the formation of the Uni-
versity of Latvia, the UL became the principal centre for research in Latvia. 

On 16 March 1923, the Saeima of the Republic of Latvia approved the Consti tution 
of the University of Latvia, wherein the University is defined as “the highest Institution 
for research and education in the state. Its tasks include: the promotion of scientific 
investigation and public dissemination of scientific findings as well as turning out in-
dividuals with higher education to meet the needs of Latvia”.28 Research achievements 
at the UL over the first 20 years of its existence were summarised in books dedicated to 
its jubilee,29  a collection of papers Science in the service of the Fatherland over twenty 
years, 1918–1938,30 as well as in many publications which appeared later.31 Although 
today there are six universities in Latvia, many institutions of higher learning and re-
search institutes, the UL with its attendant structure of research centres is still the 
major centre for scientific enquiry; until 2017, it had the highest international rating 
among local universities (now retained by Riga Technical University, RTU) and it is 
nearing the status of being a research university.32

The University of Latvia was largely based on the “old” RPI, in that it inherited 
buildings from the latter, academic staff in many faculties, its inventory, as well as its 
traditions. Unlike the RPI, the UL was an institution with the full profile of a univer-
sity, and, furthermore, the first national university in Latvia where education was in 
the Latvian language and which was established to meet the needs of a small state (and 
not that of the Russian Empire).

Many academic disciplines started in Latvia with the foundation of the university, 
namely, in the humanities, i.e. philosophy, philology, history, literary science, also 

28 Latvijas Universitātes Satversme. Valdības Vēstnesis, Nr. 66, 1923, 28. marts, 1.–3. lpp.
29 Latvijas Universitāte, 1919–1929. Rīga: Latvijas Universitāte, 1929; Latvijas Universitāte divdesmit gados, 

1919–1939. 1.–2. sēj. Rīga: Latvijas Universitāte, 1939.
30 Zinātne tēvzemei divdesmit gados, 1918–1938. L. Adamoviča red. Rīga: Latvijas Universitāte, 1938.
31 Vilciņš, T. Zinātne Latvijas Republikā (1918–1940). Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis, Nr. 6, 1991, 97.–

112.  lpp.; Stradiņš, J. Latvijas Universitātes veidošanās, tās devums Latvijai un pasaules zinātnei. Latvijas 
Vēstures Institūta Žurnāls, Nr. 2, 1995, 108.–131. lpp.; Latvijas Universitāte — 75. A. Varslavāna, E. Jansona, 
J. Stradiņa u.c. red. Rīga: Latvijas Universitāte, 1994; Latvijas Valsts Universitātes vēsture, 1940–1990. Strods, 
H. (sast., red.). Rīga: Latvijas Universitātes žurnāla “Latvijas Vēsture” fonds, 1999.

32 In 2016, the University of Latvia was included, for the third successive year, in the list of the foremost uni-
versities of the world, ranked in the group 650–700+ (by way of comparison — the University of Tartu is in 
the 347th position, the University of Vilnius is in 481st–490th position, and Tallinn Technology University is 
in 600th–650th position). While other universities of Latvia were absent from this list (now RTU has over-
come UL), their situation cannot be said to be dire. A study published in 2014 by the same organisation, 
Quacquarelli Symonds Ltd (QS), and undertaken at the behest of the European Commission, with the title, 
Emerging Europe and Central Asia, covers all working universities in Eastern Europe, Turkey, and the for-
mer USSR. Among the top hundred universities the following obtains: the UL at 41st position, the RTU in 
60th–70th position, as well as the small specialised entity Rīga Stradiņš University (RSU, formerly a part of the 
LSU which acquired a separate identity in 1950) is in the group in 90th–100th position; furthermore, the RSU 
today boasts the largest percentage of foreign students, see, Auziņš, M. Nacionālās universitātes loma mazā 
valstī. Zinātnes un kultūras mijiedarbība Latvijā un pasaulē: Jāņa Stradiņa gada grāmata, 29.–43. lpp.
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medicine and veterinary medicine, and partially physics, mathematics, nature sciences, 
law and economics (which to a limited extent had been present in the “old” RPI). In 
other disciplines, i.e. chemistry, mechanics, engineering science, as well as in agri-
cultural science, traditions and research schools had already been developed at the 
RPI. New lecturers were hired after the creation of the UL (as were researchers), and 
many Latvians who had previously worked at institutions of higher learning in Russia 
or in the West came to work at the UL. A new research infrastructure had to be created 
and scientific Latvian terminology had to be devised.

The humanities were regarded as the most important contributor to sustaining 
national and state identity. In contrast with previous eras when foreigners investigated 
the Latvian language and local history was interpreted from the standpoint of Baltic 
Germans, Latvians were now able to take part in such activities, with an overriding 
priority to emphasise features specific to the titular nationality — Latvians — and their 
contributions to local history and culture in Latvia. Professor Jānis Endzelīns was re-
cognised as the foremost linguist, who published his major works during the 1920s 
and widened the scope of his investigations to the entire group of Baltic languages (in-
cluding the language of the Old Prussians), and became a world authority on Baltistics 

Fig. 7. The emblem of the 
University of Latvia (est. 
1919) — an oak tree with 
branches — 12 faculties — and the 
motto “Scientiae et Patriae” (from, 
Latvijas Universitāte — 75. Rīga: 
Latvijas Universitāte, 1994)

Fig. 8. A portrait of Jānis Endzelīns, the foremost 
Latvian linguist and an expert in Baltic languages; 
this portrait hangs in the Senate Hall of the Latvian 
Academy of Sciences (painting by Uldis Zemzaris, 
1996)
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(Baltic Studies) and the University of Latvia professor who was most widely recognised 
in Europe.33

Pēteris Šmits carried out linguistic studies, investigated folklore, mythology 
(Latvian fairy tales and beliefs), as well as exotic languages from the Far East (the Tun-
gusic and Manchu languages, etc.). Teodors Celms, professor of philosophy, was an 
important figure at the UL; his analysis of Husserl’s philosophy attracted international 
recognition thanks to a perfect exposition of his view (in 1928 in German, then in 
1931 in Spanish; later it was also published in the USA).34 

The most distinguished Latvian theoretician of economics, Kārlis Balodis, once a 
professor at the University of Berlin, published a book (with the pseudonym Atlanti-
cus) Der Zukunftsstaat with the 4th edition appearing in Berlin in 1927. He developed 
the so-called state-capitalism theory and identified essential features that underpin 
the input-output method applied to calculating inter-sector balances which was 
made popular later by Wassily Leontief. Although his views and ideas were at a high 
international level, his work is not prominent in contemporary thinking about eco-
nomics.35

Significant research was carried out in the exact sciences, especially in chemistry. 
Alfrēds Vītols earned international attention for his investigations of hydraulics, and 
as a consultant for construction of the hydro-electric station at Ķegums, construction 
of the port of the Free City of Danzig, and various projects in Latin America (Peru); 
the same was true for work by Alvil Buchholtz, while Professor Bruno Jirgensons built 
on the traditions established by Wilhelm Ostwald, Paul Walden, Mieczysław Cent-
nerszwer, Waldemar Fischer, and Oskar Lutz in his work (laws on the configuration of 
amino acids, 1932). In their search for new organic colour reagents, Edvīns Iegrīve and 
Gustavs Vanags developed very sensitive and widely used practical methods for micro-
analysis of inorganic and organic compounds. Mārtiņš Eduards Straumanis pioneered 
a new approach to the study of corrosion, as a result of which some contemporaries 
spoke of the “Baltic school of corrosion research”. In 1935–1937, Mārtiņš Eduards 
Straumanis, together with Alfrēds Ieviņš, developed the asymmetric method to deter-
mine with precision the parameters of unit crystal cells, which was then used exten-
sively in laboratory X-ray measurements.36 In the field of medicine Mārtiņš Zīle sought 
to develop a new synthetic approach taken by physicians to disease and patients, 
thereby founding an international movement of medical scientists who held interna-
tional congresses in Riga (1930, 1932, 1934, and 1936). His book, Über das Weltbild 
des Arztes und den Sinn der Krankheit (On the Worldview of Physicians and the Mean-

33 Endzelīns, J. Darbu izlase. 1.–4. sēj. Rīga: Zinātne, 1971–1982; Akadēmiķis Jānis Endzelīns: bibliogrāfija. Rīga: 
Latvijas PSR Zinātņu akadēmijas izdevniecība, 1958; Jānis Endzelīns atmiņās, pārdomās, vēstulēs. Skujiņa, V. 
(red.). Rīga: Latvijas Universitātes Latviešu valodas institūts, 1999.

34 Kūle, M., Muižniece, L., Vēgners, U. Teodors Celms: fenomenoloģiskie meklējumi. Rīga: LU FSI, 2009.
35 Balabkins, N., Šneps, M. Kad Latvija būs labklājības valsts. Tautsaimnieks Kārlis Balodis. Rīga: Zinātne, 

1993.; Balodis, K. Ievads tautsaimniecībā un ekonomiskā politika [Galveno K. Baloža darbu jaunizdevums I. 
Brīvera sakārtojumā]. Ogre: I. Prūsis, 2013.

36 Zinātne tēvzemei divdesmit gados, 1918–1938. Adamovičs, L. (red.). Rīga: Latvijas Universitāte, 1938, 143.–
174. lpp. (author of the chapter — M. E. Straumanis).
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ing of Illness) (1934), led to substantial discussions.  The Swedish professor Gaston 
Backman and his student Jēkabs Prīmanis studied the anthropology of Latvians and 
Livs. Pauls Stradiņš gained new insight into healing peripheral nerve disorders and the 
origin of spontaneous gangrene (endoarthritis obliterans), laid the foundations for the 
organised fight against cancer (oncology) in Latvia, and set up the Museum for His-
tory of Medicine, which has turned into one of the most extensive museums of its kind 
in the world.37

The following notable foreign professors worked at the UL: pharmacologist 
 Caesar Amsler from Switzerland, zoologist Embrik Strand from Norway, judicial 
medical officer Ferdinand Neureiter from Austria, geologist Ernst Krauss, path ologist 
Roman Adelheim (both were members of the German Leopoldina Academy of Natu-
ralists), distinguished historians Robert Wipper and Leonid Arbusow, mi ne ralogist 
Boris Popov, economist Vladimir Kosinsky, specialists in Slavic literature  Julian 
Krzyżanowski and Stanislav Kolbuszewski, art historian Boris Wipper, legal scholars 
Vassily Sinaisky and August Loeber, and forestry economist Eugen Ostwald, who 
were allowed to deliver their lectures in foreign languages. It must be noted that 
by 1940 young scientists who had graduated from the UL dominated in all branches, 
in cluding some who had earned an international reputation, for example, 
M. E.  Strau manis. 

After 20 years of operation, the UL had developed into a European university and 
a regional centre for research. This process was facilitated by the science policy pur-
sued by the authoritarian President of Latvia, Kārlis Ulmanis, and the initiatives un-
dertaken by the dynamic and patriotically oriented Rector of the UL, Jūlijs Auškāps 
(the Foundation for Scientific Research, sabbatical time off to pursue scientific work, 
acquisition of modern research apparatus).38 Investigation of agricultural and forestry 
problems was of particular relevance to agrarian Latvia, so in 1939 a dedicated 
 Academy of Agriculture was established in Jelgava (today the Latvia University of 
 Agriculture, LUA), which grew out of the Faculty of Agriculture at the University of 
Latvia.

The Institute of Latvian History, which was founded in 1936 by Kārlis Ulmanis, 
Prime Minister of the Republic of Latvia, functioned outside of the context of the UL, 
with a remit to study the history of Latvia in a spirit of “truth and nationalism”, and 
was directed by Professors Augusts Tentelis, Arveds Švābe and Francis Balodis. The 
Institute undertook the important task of identifying and publishing historical source 
materials, suggested investigation of Latvian ethnic history, the history of the nation, 
in opposition to the Baltic German who created Landesgeschichte (Regional History). 
The objective study of history became intertwined with idealisation of ancient times 
and infused with exaggerated emotions and praise of K. Ulmanis, but a positive out-
come was publication of source materials. This institute continued to function under 
several different regimes with radically differing ideological precepts and terminology. 

37 Vīksna, A. Latvijas Universitātes Medicīnas fakultāte 1919–1950. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2011.
38 Auškāps, J. Zinātnei un tēvijai. 3., papildin. izd. Rīga: Artava, 1993. 80.–81. lpp.; Stradiņš, J. Prezidenta Kārļa 

Ulmaņa zinātnes politika. Zinātnes Vēstnesis, Nr. 13, 1993, sept., 3. lpp.
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The Institute of Latvian History 
presently functions as a scientific 
institute of the UL and has pur-
sued a number of important 
studies of the history of Latvia 
and its archaeology, and presently 
it has been entrusted with a study 
of archived documents from the 
 totalitarian regime (the KGB ar-
chive) and research into the his-
tory of collaboration39 The law 
adopted on 14 January 1936 on 
the Institute of Latvian History 
stresses that “once the Latvian 
Academy of Sciences is founded, 
the Institute of History will be-
come its first component”.40 

The Institute for the Study of 
Natural Resources (est. 1936) de-
serves mention among other re-
search institutions which func-
tioned outside of the context of 
the University, including the 
 Repository of Latvian Folklore 

(1924) and the repository of the Latvian Language (1935); creation of an Institute of 
the Natural Sciences was also foreseen. It appears that these together with RLS Com-
mittee on Science, the latter reorganised as Academia Scientiarum Latviensis SRL, 
were to be the basis for an Academy of Sciences, the need for which was discussed 
throughout the independence period (discussed by Kārlis Kasparsons, Pauls Dāle, 
Kārlis Balodis, Jānis Endzelīns, Pēteris Zālīte, Jānis Rainis, Kārlis Ulmanis); never-
theless, unlike in Estonia, no Academy of Sciences was officially established in Latvia 
prior to 1940.41

A number of innovative product lines were developed in pre-war independent 
Latvia with the participation of Latvian scientists, such as serums, vaccines, and insu-
lin under the direction of Augusts Kirhenšteins and Egons Dārziņš), as well as radio 

39 Graudonis, J. Latvijas vēstures institūts Latvijas Republikas laikā 1936.–1940. gads. Latvijas Vēstures Institūta 
Žurnāls, Nr. 4, 1995,  9.–18. lpp.; Ronis, I. Latvijas vēstures institūts laikmeta kontekstā. Latvijas Vēstures 
Institūta Žurnāls, Nr. 4, 1995, 19.–36. lpp.; Zemītis, G. Nacionālā identitāte un valstiskums Latvijas vēsturē 
(Sakarā ar Latvijas vēstures institūta 75 gadiem). Zinātnes Vēstnesis, Nr. 6, 2011, 9. maijs, 3. lpp.; Nr. 7, 2011, 
23. maijs, 3. lpp.; Stradiņš, J. Latvijas PSR ZA Vēstures institūta pārtapšana par Latvijas vēstures institūtu: 
1988.–1993. gads. Latvijas Vēstures Institūta Žurnāls, Nr. 3, 2011,  9.–33. lpp.

40 Likums par Latvijas vēstures institūtu. Valdības Vēstnesis. Nr. 13, 1936, 17. janv. 1. lpp.
41 Stradiņš, J., Cēbere, Dz. Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas veidošanās: zinātniskie un sabiedriski politiskie aspekti. 

Latvijas Vēstures Institūta Žurnāls, Nr. 3, 2006, 90.–114. lpp.

Fig. 9. The formal act founding the Academia Scientiarum Latviensis 
SRL on 23 May 1932 at the premises of the Riga Latvian Society, in 
the presence of the State President of the Republic of Latvia, and 
with the Diplomatic Corps in attendance. This private academy 
continued to function until 1940; the Latvian Academy of Sciences 
considers this Institute to be one of its forerunners (from Stradiņš, J. 
Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija: izcelsme, vēsture, pārvērtības. Rīga: 
Zinātne, 1998)
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receivers, telephones, and even original light 
aircraft manufactured by the state enterprise 
State Electrotechnical Factory (Valsts elek-
trotehniskā fabrika, VEF). Production (1938–
1942) of the world’s smallest camera “VEF 
Minox” was a world success story of Latvia; 
conceived by Walter Zapp, born in Riga and 
self-taught, this camera was improved by spe-
cialists at VEF for industrial production.42 

At the end of the 1930s, Latvia, albeit in an 
embryonic manner, began to take steps along a 
path of science-based innovation, which, for 
example, was the path then taken by Finland. 
Unfortunately, this process was halted by the 
Second World War and the annexation of 
 Latvia.

Latvian science in a changed world, the “Second period of exile” and 
creation of the Academy of Sciences of the Latvian SSR

The period 1939–1945 marked dramatic changes in Latvian science, i.e. the emi-
gration of Baltic German scientists, Stalinist repressions and the Holocaust, and mass 
emigration of the Latvian intelligentsia to the West (1944–1945), as a result of which 
Latvia lost 60–65% of its academic staff. A number of the scientists who emigrated (in 
the exact sciences, also a few medical scientists and members of the humanities and 
social sciences) were able to continue their work and even advance their careers as 
university professors in Western Europe, America and Australia (Leons Āboliņš, Oto 
Mellis, Heinrihs Skuja, Staņislavs Vasiļevskis, Alfrēds Tauriņš, Aleksis Dreimanis, Le-
onīds Slaucītājs, Sergejs Slaucītājs, Jēkabs Prīmanis, Eduards Dunsdorfs, Haralds 
Biezais, Mārtiņš Eduards Straumanis, a.o.).43 

Many young people from Latvian exile families opted for academic work in their 
new countries of residence (the second intellectual period of exile), and during the 
1960s and 1970s Latvians in America were referred to as a “nation of professors”. The 
physicist Konstantīns Počs took part in the creation of the airborne radar warning sys-
tem AWACS, while Juris Upatnieks (also resident in the USA) was on the final short-
list of candidates for a Nobel Prize (1971) as one of the discoverers of holography.44 

However, those scientists who remained at home in 1944–1945 are no less deserv-
ing of recognition, faced as they were with an uncertain and possibly unsafe future. It 

42 Deģis A. Valters Caps — Minox fotoaparāta tēvs. Latvijas leģendas, II. Rīga: Jumava, 2012, 52.–63. lpp.
43 Stradiņš, J. Latvian science in exile and its reintegration with science in Latvia. Proceedings of the Estonian 

Academy of Sciences. Humanities and Social Sciences. Vol. 44, No. 2, 1995, pp. 129–137.
44 Ozols, A. Hologrāfijas celmlauzis Juris Upatnieks. Akadēmiskā Dzīve, Nr. 45, 2008, 101.–108. lpp.

Fig. 10. The miniature camera “VEF Minox” designed 
by Walter Zapp (Riga) with serial production by 
the factory VEF (1938–1942) was a success story of 
the pre-war Republic of Latvia. In 2001, the Latvian 
Academy of Sciences conferred an honorary doctor’s 
title on W. Zapp. Since 2004, the LAS has awarded the 
Walter Zapp Prize for achievements by inventors.
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was due to these individuals that research 
was safeguarded in Latvia, as well as being 
able gradually to raise a new generation of 
scientists, preventing the complete take-over 
of science in Latvia by individuals who came 
from other republics of the USSR, among 
whom there were many Latvians from Russia 
(Lidija Liepiņa, Jānis Peive, Aleksandrs 
Šmits, Jānis Zutis, Jānis Lūsis, and others).45

In evaluating the attitude of the commu-
nist regime towards science in Soviet Latvia 
we must recall that science developed in the 
context of a great power, the USSR; Moscow 
was interested in developing science not only 
in its large centres, but also in the Soviet re-
publics, including in the annexed Baltic 
States, which were intended post-1953 to 
play the role of a Western showcase of the 
USSR46. The prestige and importance of 
 science, in particular, the technical and exact 
sciences, grew after the Second World War, 
both related to development of military tech-

nology (nuclear weapons and missiles), and to demonstrations of imperial strength 
under the conditions of the Cold War. Although there was provision for institutes with 
practical application of scientific and technical research (these were created in Latvia 
after 1956), science was defined very broadly, developing theoretical sectors, medical 
science, and the humanities, with these subject to strict ideological and political con-
trol (which initially had repercussions for biology).

During the period of rule by Joseph Stalin, most Latvian scientists who remained 
in Latvia had to endure humiliating repression, many lost their posts and their health 
and the freedom of enquiry. Comprehensive Sovietisation of the Baltic was envisioned, 
including the field of science. Research was divorced from higher education, with the 
former were concentrated in the newly established Institutes of the Academy of 
 Sciences of the Latvian SSR, or in branches of All-Union Institutes sited in Latvia, pur-
suing applied research with a view to forcing the pace of industrialisation. The Latvian 
State University (LSU), once cleared of “bourgeois nationalists,” was intended to be-

45 Stradiņš, J. Totalitāro okupācijas režīmu represijas pret Latvijas zinātni un akadēmiskajām aprindām (1940–
1945). Totalitārie okupācijas režīmi Latvijā 1940.–1964. gadā: Latvijas Vēsturnieku komisijas 2003.  gada 
pētījumi. Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 2004, 130.–164. lpp. (Latvijas Vēsturnieku komisijas raksti, 
13. sēj.).

46 Stradiņš, J. Staļina režīma attieksme pret Latvijas zinātniekiem un akadēmiskajām aprindām. Okupētā 
Latvija, 1940–1990: Latvijas Vēsturnieku komisijas 2005. gada pētījumi = Occupied Latvia, 1940–1990: re-
search of the Commission of the Historians of Latvia 2005.  Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 2007, 
408.–448. lpp. (Latvijas Vēsturnieku komisijas raksti. 19. sēj.).

Fig. 11. The eminent Latvian physical chemist, 
later Professor at Missouri University of Science 
and Technology, Mārtiņš Eduards Straumanis (the 
Materials Research Centre is located in the  
Straumanis-James Hall on the campus of the 
University).  In the photograph  M. E. Straumanis is 
seen (on the right) together with his former colleages, 
academicians Alfrēds Ieviņš and Arvīds Kalniņš, whilst 
visiting Latvia in 1966 (from the personal archive of 
Jānis Stradiņš)
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come “the forge of ideologically correct cad-
res”, as well as a centre for training various 
specialist categories, and in this regard re-
search could continue in narrow fields.47

The Academy of Sciences of the Latvian 
SSR was established on the basis of a decision 
taken 7 February 1946 by the Soviet of Peo-
ple’s Commissars (Council of Ministers) of 
the Latvian SSR. The first full members of the 
LAS appointed by the government of Soviet 
Latvia were linguist Jānis Endzelīns, geogra-
pher Matvejs Kadeks, specialist in forest 
chemistry Arvīds Kalniņš, microbiologist and 
veterinarian Augusts Kirhenšteins, architect 
Artūrs Krūmiņš, agriculture scientist Paulis 
Lejiņš, the researcher of bogs Pēteris Nomals, 
agricultural chemist Jānis Peive, medical 
scien tist Pauls Stradiņš, biochemist Aleksandrs Šmits, architect Ernests Štālbergs, 
writer and literary specialist Andrejs Upīts, and a member of the Soviet nomenklatura, 
Pēteris Valeskalns; most had been professors at the UL before the war (8 out of 13), 
while only four were newly arrived from the USSR or Latvians from  Russia.48 

The first general meeting of the Academy of Sciences of the Latvian SSR took place 
on 14 February 1946 (this is considered to be the date on which the LAS was founded), 
at which Paulis Lejiņš (an agricultural scientist specialising in cattle breeding and pas-
tures) was elected as the first President of the LAS, an individual who was publicly re-
spected and who inspired confidence in the society of Latvia.49

Until 1990, other scientists would be elected as members of the LAS, including 
scientists who established a school of followers, e.g., the chemists Solomon Hiller, 
 Edmunds Lukevics, Gunārs Čipēns, Lidija Liepiņa, Gustavs Vanags, Afrēds Ieviņš, 
Marģeris Līdaka, Emīlija Gudriniece, and Ojārs Neilands; biologists Rita Kukaine, 
Mārtiņš Beķers, Elmārs Grēns and Uldis Viesturs; physicists Igors Kirko, Jānis Liel-
pēteris and Kurts Švarcs; representatives of mechanics and engineering science Alek-
sandrs Mālmeisters, Kārlis Plaude, Alfons Kroģeris and Egons Lavendelis; and  repre-
sentatives of the humanities Jānis Zutis, Aleksandrs Drīzulis, Vilis Samsons, Valentīns 
Šteinbergs, etc. 

The Academy of Sciences of the Latvian SSR not only grouped together individual 
scientists, it was also home to a number of large research institutes (in some cases with 
as many as 500–800 workers). In 1985, there were a total 7623 individuals engaged at 

47 Stradiņš, J. Staļina režīma attieksme pret Latvijas zinātniekiem un akadēmiskajām aprindām. Okupētā Lat-
vija, 1940–1990, 408.–448. lpp.

48 Stradiņš, J. Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija: izcelsme, vēsture, pārvērtības, 6.–7. nod.; Stradiņš. J., Cēbere. Dz.  
Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas veidošanās: zinātniskie un sabiedriski politiskie aspekti, 90.–114. lpp.; Karulis. K. 
Pirmie akadēmiķi. Atmiņu ieskicējums. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. A daļa, Nr. 1, 1996, 41.–55. lpp.

49 Paulis Lejiņš dzīvē un darbā. Rīga: Zinātne, 1983. 

Fig. 12. A meeting in 1948 of the Presidium of the 
Latvian SSR Academy of Sciences. Paulis Lejiņš President 
of the Academy of Sciences is at the head of the table 
(photograph from the Archive of the LAS)
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the Institutes of the Academy of Sciences, including 1598 scientific staff (approximately 
11.5% of all scientists resident in the republic); furthermore, these institutes carried 
out the most important basic fundamental research and had the most resources allo-
cated to do so.50 The Academy of Sciences of the Latvian SSR was allegedly independ-
ent of the USSR Academy of Sciences, yet the latter coordinated and oversaw the ac-
tivities of all republican academies of science, and, in fact, regulated the working of the 
Academy of Sciences of the Latvian SSR.

Development of new directions in Latvian science during  
the second half of the 20th century

After its creation, the Academy of Sciences of the Latvian SSR largely studied 
problems related to the post-war recovery period, the natural and energy resources of 
Latvia, forestry, and development of the local economy. In 1948, the eminent physicist 
Sergei Vavilov, President of the USSR Academy of Sciences, stated in his assessment, 
that, “it appears that 90% of activity is purely practical (...), but one must not forget 
what we label as great, fundamental science.” Two years later, Vavilov gave a positive 
evaluation of what had by then been achieved in Latvia in this regard.51

During the early years of the Academy of Sciences of the Latvian SSR, Arvīds 
Kalniņš successfully developed the Institute for Forestry, which he had founded (today 
the Latvian State Institute of Wood Chemistry).52 While working at this Institute, Solo-
mon Hiller, an energetic chemist, was able to develop the first medical products (PASS 
and Furacilin), and rather quickly (in 1957) he laid the foundations for the Latvian Insti-
tute for Organic Synthesis (OSI). This institute immediately gained recognition through-
out the USSR, and is still one of the most dynamic and largest scientific institutes in 
 Latvia today. Today, original and effective medical products are synthesised at the OSI, 
such as Ftorafur (Tegafur), Furaginum (Furamag), Solafur (Furasol), Remantadinum, 
Meldonium (in production since 1984), and others. At one time the institute created 
25% of all original medicines developed in the USSR, and manufacturing capacity was 
established in Riga and Olaine; these facilities continue their work today (“Grindeks”, 
“Olainfarm”). The pharmaceutical industry in Latvia was encouraged by the Academy of 
Sciences, and this industry remains a vital asset of contemporary Latvia.53

50 Latvijas Padomju enciklopēdija. Rīga: Galvenā enciklopēdiju redakcija,1984, 5.2. sēj., 450. lpp.
51 Стенограммы заседаний сессии Совета по kоординации научной деятелъности АН союзных 

республик (май 1948. г.). LZA Centrālais arhīvs, 1. f., 1. apr., 77. l., 253. lp.
52 Arvīds Kalniņš dzīvē un darbā. Rīga: Zinātne, 1992; Pormale, M. Zaļais patvērums: akadēmiķis Arvīds Kal-

niņš viņa arhīva materiālos un manās atmiņās: akadēmiķa Arvīda Kalniņa dzīvesstāsts. [Ķeipene]: Divpad-
smit, 2012.

53 Гиллер, С. А. Жизнь и научная деятельность. Рига: Зинатне, 1982; Latvijas Organiskās sintēzes insti-
tūts 50. Pirmais pusgadsimts un nākotnes meti. Stradiņš, J., Pugovičs, O. (sast., red.). Rīga: Zinātne, 2007; 
No Grindeļa līdz mūsdienām: apceres par farmācijas tradīcijām un jaunu ārstniecības preparātu meklēju-
miem Latvijā, 165.–272. lpp.; Шиманская, М. В., Страдынь, Я. П. Академия наук Латвийской ССР и 
становление химического научно-производственного комплекса в Олайне. Известия Академии наук 
Латвийской ССР, № 11, 1986, с. 36–44.
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Magnetohydrodynamic research pro-
ceeded at the Institute of Physics, and this 
research later produced an important find-
ing (the Earth’s magnetic effect as a conse-
quence of the dynamo effect, which sub-
stantiated the hypothesis about the origin 
of  the magnetic field of cosmological ob-
jects, as well as magnetic fields in space).54 
The Institute of Microbiology founded by 
 Augusts Kirhenšteins (in 1946, on the basis 
of the UL Serological Institution) developed 
its activities; Rita Kukaine, Aina Muceniece 
and others investigated virology, polio mye-
litis, and leukaemia, and Mārtiņš Beķers 
discovered how to produce lysine by bio-
technological means. Research at the In-
stitute for Inorganic Chemistry produced 
important results in the use of plasma tech-
niques to produce high melting temperature 
coatings (Tālis Millers), the mechanism of 
metal corrosion and electrochemical processing (Lidija Liepiņa, Bruno Puriņš).

The Salaspils nuclear reactor became operational in 1961, the first and only re-
search reactor in the Baltic republics where nuclear physics and radiation physics 
questions were investigated (closed in 1998); in 1958, an Astrophysics Laboratory was 
opened in Baldone (later the Radio Astrophysical Observatory of the Academy of 
 Sciences), where important results were obtained in the study of red giant stars.55

The Institute of Polymer Mechanics (est. 1963, headed by Aleksandrs Mālmeisters) 
and the Electronics and Computation Technology Institute (est. 1960) were both 
closely linked to the Soviet military industrial complex. A significant contribution was 
made by the Academy of Sciences to  development of the USSR’s space capabilities, i.e. 
thermal insulation materials and their application to the surface of missiles and Bu-
ran-type reusable space shuttle were developed (Arnolds Alksnis a.o.), composition 
and application of coatings to the exterior of space satellites to regulate heat absorption 
(“white coatings”), or to radiate excess heat to the surroundings (“black coatings”), 
plasma chemical synthesis of high temperature resistant carbides, nitrides, borides for 
thermal protection of the Buran space ship (Tālis Millers), as well as composite 

54 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmata, 2000. Rīga: Zinātne, 2000, 123. lpp.
55 Академия наук Латвийской ССР, 1946–1970 гг. Вилциньш, Т. О., Зариня, С. Р. (cост.); Самсон, В. П. 

ред. Рига: Зинатне, 1971; Latvijas PSR Zinātņu akadēmija. Kalinka, L. (sast.); Samsons, V (red.). Rīga: Zi-
nātne, 1977; Latvijas PSR Zinātņu akadēmija, 1946–1981. Kalinka, L. (sast., teksta aut.). Rīga: Zinātne, 1981; 
Поиски и oткрытия: Популярные очерки об Академии наук Латвийской ССР. Рига: Зинатне, 1970; 
Salaspils zinātniskā kodolreaktora 50 gadi, 1961–2011: atmiņas, pētījumi, sasniegumi. Gavars, V. (sast.). Rīga: 
Zinātne, 2010.

Fig. 13. View of the newly-completed buildings of the 
Academic City near Riga. Foreground — the building 
of the Institute of Organic Synthesis (built in 1962), 
behind — the Institute of Polymer Mechanics, and  
also the Electronics and Computing Technology Institute 
(source, Institute of Organic Synthesis, Academy of  
Sciences of the Latvian SSR. Moscow: Vneshtorgreklama, 
1980)
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 materials for missiles. The production of these materials was 
highly secret.56

The Academy of Sciences of the Latvian SSR was pre-
sented with the Academy of Sciences high-rise building, 
which was home to the leadership of the Academy, the pub-
lishing house “Zinātne”, several research institutes, etc.

Academic towns were set up just outside Riga, at 
Salaspils and Baldone, with an extensive network of institu-
tions and construction units. The Academy of Sciences also 
had several experimental production facilities at its disposal 
which later turned into the enterprise “Grindeks” (the name 
derives from the surname of the first Latvian pharmacist D. 
H. Grindel).

Modern research took shape not only at the institutes of 
the Academy of Sciences but also at leading universities in 
Latvia. The Institute of Solid State Physics was created  (1978) 
under the auspices of the LSU, and ionic crystals, glassy ma-
terials, segnetoelectric and amorphous semi-conductors 
were investigated with scientific schools arising in the phys-
ics of semi-conductors and segnetoelectricity (Voldemārs 
Fricbergs, Juris Zaķis, Andrejs Siliņš, Andris Šternbergs, Lin-
ards Skuja a.o.).57 The present-day Institute of Mathematics 
and Computer Science (est. in 1959 as the LSU Computing 
Centre; Eižens Āriņš, Jānis Bārzdiņš, Rūsiņš Mārtiņš 
Freivalds a.o.) at the UL developed modern computer sci-
ence and information technology in Latvia, and led to a new 
approach to probabilistic randomised algorithms to check 
multiplication of matrices (R. M. Freivalds). The LSU has 
achieved noteworthy results in developing systems for Earth 
observation satellites, the calculation of the orbits of small 
planets, number theory, etc. 

At the re-opened Riga Polytechnic Institute the work of 
Gustavs Vanags on cyclic diketones in chemistry was fol-
lowed up, Ojārs Neilands created new organic materials ap-

plicable to molecular electronics and optics (in cooperation with the physicist Edgars 
Imants Siliņš and chemist Valdis Kampars), and Raimonds Valters studied cyclic chain 
isomers. Investigations by Maksis Beļenkijs in pharmacology and those of Anatolijs 
Bļugers on hepatology carried out during this time at the Riga Medical Institute (est. 
1950 and turned into Riga Stradiņš University, RSU, in 1998) are also note worthy.

56 Millers, T. Neorganiskās ķīmijas institūta zinātnieku ieguldījums kosmosa tehnoloģiju un materiālu izpētē. 
Zvaigžņotā Debess, 2011, vasara, 11.–13. lpp.

57 Latvijas Universitātes Cietvielu fizikas institūts. Rīga: Latvijas Universitātes Cietvielu fizikas institūts, 2013; 
Jansons, J. No Latvijas Universitātes Fizikas institūta (1919) līdz Cietvielu fizikas institūtam (1978). Rīga: LU 
Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2016. 

Fig. 14. The high-rise building of the 
Academy of Sciences (arch. A. Tīlmanis 
a.o., 1950–1958), which has been 
home since 1958 to the Academy of 
Sciences, as well as to other institutions 
associated with Latvian science (from 
1990, also the Latvian Council of 
Science). Institutes dealing with the 
humanities were housed in this building 
up until 2014; the legendary chest of 
drawers used by Krišjānis Barons for 
records of Latvian folk songs (Dainu 
skapis) was also stored here. Many 
important humanities studies were 
carried out here during the Soviet 
period, as well as after restoration of 
independence (photograph from the 
Archive of the LAS, 1960)
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Turning again to the work of the Institute of Organic Synthesis (OSI), mention 
has to be made of the original investigations of the chemistry of heterocycles, nucleo-
sides, and nucleotides (Gunārs Duburs, Ivars Kalviņš, Marģeris Līdaka), of the chem-
istry of biologically active silicon- and germanium-active organic compounds 
( Edmunds Lukevics, Mikhail Voronkov), of the chemistry and pharmacology of pep-
tides (Gunārs Čipēns, Vija Kluša), molecular electrochemistry (Jānis Stradiņš), the 
use of nuclear magnetic resonance in research (Edvards Liepiņš, Ēriks Kupče) and 
others. Investigations carried out in Latvia of molecular biology and gene engineer-
ing by Elmārs Grēns (together with Pauls Pumpēns) attracted international attention. 
This research line was begun in 1969 at the OSI, whereas after 1991 work in this sec-
tor has been concentrated at the Latvian Biomedical Research and Study Centre.58 
The LAS was also instrumental for developments in hydrobiology and hydroecology, 
and the Red Data Book of Latvia was compiled (Latvijas Sarkanā grāmata) covering 
endangered plants, fungi, and animal species (1st ed., 1985, 2nd ed. 1996–2003; Gunārs 
An dru šaitis et al.).

Branches of science which had not traditionally been present in Latvia were de-
veloped to a sufficiently modern level, with projects receiving adequate financial sup-
port, particularly those which were linked to the military industrial complex of the 
USSR. Research in Soviet Latvia was considerably broader in scope than in pre-war 
Latvia, and the number of scientific personnel rose (50 in 1913, 1129 in 1940, 12 585 
in 1980, and 17 733 in 1990); in parallel, public esteem for science grew, in particular 
among young people.59 Despite the integration of Latvian science into “unitary Soviet 
science” being promoted from the mid-1960s onwards, there was little migration of 
scientists to Moscow, Leningrad, or the centres in Siberia; there was a definite tinge of 
local patriotism among Latvian scientists, a desire to remain distinct from Russia 
(characterised by André Dietrich Loeber as “regional identity under Soviet rule”). 
Riga became an important centre for holding international conferences with large 
numbers of foreign participants. The 7th International Union of Pure and Applied 
Chemistry (IUPAC) Symposium on the Chemistry of Natural Products with 1800 at-
tendees was particularly significant (Riga, 1970), as this was where Nobel Laureate 
Har Gobind Khorana described his work on synthesising genes for the first time in 
public.60 

In addition to the local journal of the LAS, LPSR Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis, the 
Academy of Sciences of the Latvian SSR also published five All-Union scientific jour-
nals, of which four were translated cover-to-cover into English and published in the 
USA. The journal Chemistry of Heterocyclic Compounds was the only one of these to be 

58 Grēns, E. Ab initio jeb kā mēs Latvijā izveidojām molekulāro bioloģiju. Rīga: Zinātne, 2015.
59 Vilciņš, T. Profesiju prestižs un profesiju izvēle mūsdienās. Rīga: Zinātne, 1968; Вилциньш, Т. О. Наука 

и ученые в представлениях молодежи: престиж профессии ученых. Известия Академии наук 
Латвийс кой ССР, № 8, 1987, с. 49–62; Вилциньш, Т. О. Личность ученого в представлениях выпуск-
ников средних школ Латвийской ССР. Известия Академии наук Латвийской ССР, № 1, 1988, с. 70–80.

60 The Chemistry of Natural Products, 7: plenary lectures presented at the 7th International Symposium on the 
Chemistry of Natural Products held at Riga, USSR, 22–27 June 1970. London: Butterworths, 1971 (Pure and 
Applied Chemistry, 1971, Vol. 25, No. 1).
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included in the database of the Science Citation 
Index published by Eugene Garfield.61 The Rus-
sian language dominated in science, although 
many monographs by chemists and physicists 
from Latvia were published abroad in English. 
Contacts with the West were strictly controlled 
and rigorously reviewed, with the most impor-
tant studies and developments kept secret; 
many authoritative scientists were not allowed 
to take part in conferences outside the USSR. 
Institutes encountered problems in acquiring 
modern research equipment, which the Aca-
demy of Sciences system was able partially to 
compensate through use of “hard currency” 
(OSI made profits for the benefit of the entire 
Academy of Sciences through export to Japan 
of Tegafur (developed by Professor Solomon 
Hiller).

The humanities and social sciences in Soviet Latvia

Ideology and political constraints meant that the possibilities for development of 
the humanities and social sciences were narrower than for the exact sciences; dogmatic 
prejudice abounded (the struggle against manifestations of “bourgeois nationalism”, 
the lack of freedom of debate, criticism of “bourgeois theories”). The Institute of Lan-
guage and Literature was active from 1946 onwards, as part of the Academy of Sciences 
system, as were the Institute of History, the Institute of Economics, later the Institute 
of Philosophy and Law of the Academy of Sciences (est. 1981). The linguist J. Endzelīns 
continued to work at the academy after he was forced out of the LSU (in 1956), an ar-
rangement that was strenuously criticised (in particular by Arvīds Pelše, Secretary of 
the Central Committee of the Latvian Communist Party), and he was able to see his 
fundamental work Latviešu Gramatika (Latvian Grammar) appear in Latvian (1951) 
and be awarded the Lenin Prize for this work (1959); a selected compilation of his 
representative works appeared after his death (in four volumes, six books, 1971–1982). 
Many students of Endzelīns have carried out important studies of dialectology, topo-
nyms, history of the language, etc. (Artūrs Ozols, Marta Rudzīte, Vallija Dambe, Daina 
Zemzare, Antons Breidaks, Aina Blinkena, Rasma Grīsle, a.o.).62

61 Stradiņš, J. Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija: izcelsme, vēsture, pārvērtības, 9. nod.; Страдынь, Я. У истоков 
журнала “Химия гетероциклических соединений”. Химия гетероциклических соединений, №1, 2005, 
с. 15–20.

62 Endzelīns, J. Latviešu gramatika. Rīga: LVI, 1951; Endzelīns, J. Darbu izlase, 1.–4. sēj. Rīga: Zinātne, 1971–
1982; Bankavs, A., Jansone, I. Valodniecība Latvijā: fakti un biogrāfijas: Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2010. 

Fig. 15. Academician Solomon Hiller, Director of the 
Organic Synthesis Institute, with Nobel Laureate Har 
Gobind Khorana in Riga, during the 7th International 
IUPAC Symposium on the Chemistry of Natural 
Products (June 1970), at which Khorana  publicly 
announced his success in artificial gene synthesis 
(photograph from the personal archive of J. Stradiņš)
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In the field of literary science, publication of the complete works of Rainis in 
30 volumes (1977–1986) was a major landmark, because for the first time the compre-
hensive and extensive original works of this poet and thinker were put into order and 
published with scholarly comments.63 During this time the following scholars distin-
guished themselves in the fields of Latvian literature, theatre, and the history of art: 
Jānis Kalniņš, Kārlis Kundziņš, Viktors Hausmanis, Lilija Dzene, Vera Vāvere, Arnolds 
Klotiņš, and others. 

Jānis Zutis was the most significant personality in Latvian historiography, who 
after coming to Latvia from Moscow gathered a few historians who had begun the 
study of history before the war (Marģeris Stepermanis, Teodors Zeids), as well men-
toring a new generation of historians (Heinrihs Strods, Maksims Duhanovs, Vasilijs 
Dorošenko). However, the history of modern times was so excessively politicised in its 
concepts (Aleksandrs Drīzulis a.o.), that Latvian society became altogether critical of 
any study of history.64

Important results were obtained in the field of archaeology due, in part, to the 
construction of large hydroelectric power stations. Archaeological investigations of 
the Daugava River valley at Salaspils, Ikšķile, Sēlpils, etc., were well financed in order 
to soothe public opinion. Investigations were carried out in Old Riga, at Turaida, by 
Lake Burtnieks, the wetlands surrounding Lake Lubāns, and elsewhere. This allowed 
a new generation of highly qualified archaeologists to develop (Ēvalds Mugurēvičs, 
Jānis Graudonis, Elvīra Šnore, and Andris Caune, whose work was highly appreciated 
outside of Latvia). Substantial projects were put in hand immediately after the resto-
ration of Latvian independence to reconstruct castles and palaces which resulted in 
lifetime achievement awards for a number of individuals (for the castle complex at 
Turaida for Jānis Graudonis, and the reconstruction of a lake dwelling at Āraiši for 
Jānis Apals).65 Imants Lancmanis achieved outstanding results at Rundāle Palace and 
its park, in both studying the site and renewing it, with this work begun during the 
1960s.

After the publication of a three-volume history of Riga (Rīgas vēsture) (1978–
1980), a study was undertaken of drawings and sketches of Riga and Vidzeme made by 
Johann Christoph Brotze in the 18th century, and a new edition was readied for 

63 Rainis, J. Kopoti raksti 30 sējumos. Samsons, V. (atb. red.). Rīga: Zinātne, 1977–1986; Rainis, J. Runas un in  ter-
vijas. Rīga: Zinātne, 1993.

64 Akadēmiķis Jānis Zutis.  Drīzulis, A., Zeids, T. (red.). Rīga: LPSR ZA izdevniecība, 1964; Зутис, Я. Очерки 
по историографии Латвии, ч. 1. Рига: Латгосиздат, 1949; Бирон, А. К., Дорошенко, В. В.  Советская 
историография Латвии. Рига: Зинатне, 1970; Историческая наука Советской Латвии на современ-
ном этапе. Рига: Зинатне. 1983; Sk. arī: Misāns, I. Klio Latvijā: raksti par historiogrāfijas problēmām. Rīga: 
LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2012.

65 Latvijas PSR arheoloģija. Rīga: Zinātne, 1974; Mugurēvičs, Ē. Latvijas vēstures institūta arheologu darbs 
piecdesmit gados. Latvijas Vēstures Institūta Žurnāls, Nr. 4, 1995, 48.–91. lpp.; Caune, A. Latvijas vēstures 
institūta ieguldījums Rīgas arheoloģijas izpētē 1938.–1996. gadā. Latvijas Vēstures Institūta Žurnāls, Nr. 4, 
1995, 92.–102.  lpp.; Graudonis, J. Turaidas pils, 2 sēj. I: Arheoloģiskā izpēte. II: Atradumi. Rīga: Turaidas 
muzejrezervāts, 2003; Graudonis, J. Mana dzīve atmiņu gaismā: arheologa dzīvesstāsts. Rīga: Zinātne, 2008; 
Apals, J. Āraišu ezerpils: rakstu izlase un draugu atmiņas. Caune, A., Apala, Z. (sast.). Rīga: Latvijas vēs tures 
institūta apgāds, 2012.
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 publication (Teodors Zeids, Meta Taube, and a number of young historians).  A four-
volume set of Brotze’s works was finally published after the restoration of independ-
ence over an extended period (1992–2007).66

A group of young scholars grew up under the auspices of the Institute of Philo-
sophy and Law, who were able to study philosophical issues in a modern way even 
under the Soviet regime, publish classical philosophical works translated into Latvian, 
and present an objective overview of the history of public opinion and religion in 
Latvia (Vilnis Zariņš, Maija Kūle, Ella Buceniece and others).

In this way, despite an unwelcoming environment, a new generation of Western-
thinking scholars gradually formed, who were able after the renewal of Latvian inde-
pendence to carry out studies of the Latvian language, the history of Latvia, of the de-
velopment of culture, the arts, theatre and literature in Latvia. 

Science in Latvia after the restoration of independence

Conditions for science in Latvia changed radically after recovery of independence 
in 1990–1991. It ceased to function as part of a great power (i.e., the former USSR), 
and had to start to operate in a small state with an entirely different level of funding 
and with different priorities. Furthermore, the totalitarian planned economy (includ-
ing scientific “planning”) was replaced by democratic governance with guaranteed 
freedom to engage in research. The system of allocating financial support for research 
changed. After its creation, the Latvian Council of Science (LCS), starting in 1991, 
began to allocate support to the best research proposals via a system of modest-sized 
grants.67 Complex research programmes were not financed, at least not before 1996, 
and it is only since 2005 that research programmes have gradually come to be consid-
ered for support, thereby reviving the study of issues of great national importance for 
Latvia (which at present are directly funded from the national budget allocation for 
 research).

There were considerably greater possibilities to be part of the international science 
community. Contacts intensified with western and northern European countries, the 
USA, and even Taiwan, as projects were undertaken in cooperation with scientists 
from these countries. There was an increase in the number of publications in English. 
In 1992, a group of international experts funded by the Danish Research Councils as-
sessed as excellent only 30% of the projects which they reviewed (in particular in the 
fields of physics, computer science, engineering, and chemistry) and recommended 
that Latvian science in future be organised along the same lines as the Nordic model, 

66 Broce, J. K. Zīmējumi un apraksti, 1.–4. sēj. Rīga: Zinātne; Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 1992–2007. 
67 Stradiņš, J. Zinātne lielvalstī un mazā valstī: Latvijas piemērs. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. A daļa, 

Nr. 1, 1996, 18.–24. lpp.; for a comparison see: Martinson, H. The Reform of R&D System in Estonia. Tal-
linn: Estonian Science Foundation, 1995; Latvijas Zinātnes padome. Pārskats par zinātnisko darbību 1991.–
1993. gadā. Nozaru zinātniskie pētījumi. Tirgus orientētie pētījumi. Dānijas zinātņu padomju stipendijas Lat-
vijas zinātniekiem. Rīga, 1994.
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to bring research closer to higher education and the local economy, and to become 
part of the international science community.68

In 1992, the Academy of Sciences of Latvia was reorganised and a new charter was 
adopted which declared it to be a science institution of national importance, consisting 
of elected members of the Academy and which is subsidised by the state. 

In 1997, the Saeima unanimously supported the charter (in a slightly modified 
form).69 The revamped Academy of Sciences no longer had any administrative func-
tions and research institutes were no longer part of it. These were integrated into uni-
versities in Riga (mostly in the University of Latvia) or continued their function as in-
dependent research entities (e.g., the Latvian Institute of Organic Synthesis, the Latvian 
State Institute of Wood Chemistry, the Institute of Electronics and Computer Science, 
the Latvian Biomedical Research and Study Centre, etc.). The role of the Academy of 
Sciences and its members was to act as experts in formulating research and science 
strategy, evaluate doctoral theses, look after scientists who have been granted emeritus 
status, continue to develop Latvian scientific terminology (promote publications in 
Latvian, in particular in the humanities), evaluate scientific excellence, elect new mem-
bers of the Academy of Sciences, award the Grand Medal of the LAS (from 1993 on-
wards), and present awards named after prominent local scientists. There was a rapid 
rise in the number of full members, corresponding members, honorary members, and 

68 Latvian Research: an International Evaluation. Copenhagen: The Danish Research Councils, 1992; Ekma-
nis, J. Latvijas zinātnes starptautiskā ekspertīze. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. A daļa, Nr. 3, 1993, 
39.–40. lpp.

69 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas Harta. Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmata, 1999. Rīga: Zinātne, 1999, 
11.–14. lpp.; Stradiņš, J. Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija: izcelsme, vēsture, pārvērtības, 576.–579. lpp.

Fig. 16. The flag of the Latvian Academy of Sciences with 
dates sewn into it which highlight the development path 
followed by the LAS: 1815–1869–1932–1936–1946–1992 
and the emblem of the LAS (flag dedicated in February 
1993) 
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foreign members (in 2016, the Academy of Sciences consisted of 
400 members and 82 honorary Doctors, including 122 full mem-
bers, i.e. academicians; it is numerically the largest Academy of 
 Sciences in the Baltic States). The LAS has become a community of 
prominent scientists who represent Latvia in the international 
 science community, and also in various scientific organisations.70 

From 1990 onwards, integration has taken place with Latvian 
scientists of the diaspora (exiles), a number of whom have been 
elected as foreign or honorary members of the LAS (e.g., Edgars 
Dunsdorfs, Aleksis Dreimanis, Nikolajs Balabkins, Juris Hartmanis, 
Dainis Draviņš, Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, Imants Freibergs, Andrievs 
Ezergailis, Edvīns Vedējs, Andris Padegs, Jānis Krēsliņš, Juris Upat-
nieks, Jānis Kļaviņš, Bertrams and Kristaps Zariņš, Kristaps Juris 
Keggi, Magda Štaudingere-Voita, Pēteris Lejiņš, Haralds Biezais, 
Velta Rūķe-Draviņa, Valters Nollendorfs, Gunārs Birkerts, Dietrich 
André Loeber, and many others), or been granted honorary doctor-
ates by the University of Latvia. These colleagues from abroad have 
provided considerable support to science in Latvia, particularly 
during the first, most trying years after restoration of independence, 
assisting young Latvians studying science and medicine abroad.71 
Congresses of Latvian scientists from around the world, particularly 
the 1st Congress held in July 1991, were a factor promoting unity 
(the 2nd and 3rd Congresses occurred in 2001 and 2011, respectively, 
and the 4th Congress is scheduled to be held in June 2018).72

These developments provided positive impetus to the transfor-
mation of science in Latvia and reoriented it away from Eurasian 
science and towards Europe. Unfortunately, having to work in a 

small and relatively poor country led to reductions in the scope of research and the 
proportion of fundamental research, particularly during the first decade of inde-
pendence.

The 1990s were a decade of collapse in many sectors of science and production. 
The All-Union Institutes of Applied Science situated in Latvia closed in the same man-
ner as industrial giants in Latvia, such as the electronical factory VEF. The Institute of 
Marine Geology VNIMORGEO, the Institute of Carriage Building, the Institute of Bio-
chemical Reagents in Olaine, etc. all shut down. As mentioned above, during the 

70 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmatas, 1992–2016. Accessible at: www.lza.lv (site last visited 
13.09.2016).

71 Stradiņš, J. Latvian science in exile and its reintegration with science in Latvia. Proceedings of the Estonian 
Academy of Sciences. Humanities and Social Sciences, Vol. 44, No. 2, 1995, pp. 129–137.

72 Vispasaules latviešu zinātņu kongress, Rīga, 1991. gada 12.–17. jūlijā: dalībnieku referāti, biogrāfijas, adreses, 
1.–8. sēj. Rīga, 1991.  Par  Pasaules latviešu zinātnieku 2. kongresu sk.: Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. 
A daļa, Nr. 3/4, 2001; par 3. kongresu: Apvienotais Pasaules latviešu zinātnieku 3. un Letonikas 4. kongress 
“Zinātne, sabiedrība un nacionālā identitāte”. Rīga 2011. gada 24.–27. oktobris. Plenārsēžu materiāli. Rīga: 
Lat  vijas Zinātņu akadēmija, 2012. 

Fig. 17. The emblem of the 
1st World Congress of Latvian 
Science. This Congress with 
1000 participants (including 
200 Latvians from abroad) 
took place on 12–17 July 
1991, a month before the 
August coup and subsequent 
complete restoration of the 
independence of the Republic 
of Latvia. This historic 
gathering signalled the 
reintegration of exiled Latvian 
scientists into Latvian science
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 period 1993–1998, institutes which were for-
merly part of the Academy of Sciences were 
integrated into universities in Riga (mostly the 
University of Latvia), with a substantial reduc-
tion in staff numbers. Scientists began leaving 
research institutes. This initially taking the 
form of an internal emigration (finding jobs in 
privately-owned entities, state and local go-
vern ment bodies), then in the so-called third 
wave of emigration Latvian scientists left for 
Sweden, Germany, Great Britain, the USA, 
France, Israel, and elsewhere).

The number of individuals engaged in 
scien tific activities in Latvia dropped from 
17  733 in 1990 to 3072 in 1995. (However, 
these figures cannot directly be compared, 
since in the Republic of Latvia individuals were 
considered by law to be scientists who pos-
sessed a doctor’s degree, whereas formerly all 
persons working at a research institute were 
counted as scientists. In 1990, there were 3710 
scientists with appropriate graduate degrees, 
while in 1995 there were 1510 such individuals (the total number of doctors of science 
was greater, but many were retired or no longer active in research).73 Scientists progres-
sively lost their public prestige and came to constitute a low-paid segment of society.74 

A book published by Jānis Kristapsons et al., Baltic R&D Systems in Transition,75 
gives an analysis of the dramatic changes which occurred over the period 1989–2003 
in science and technology-based production in Latvia and in the other Baltic States.

These changes were driven by the changeover from science at the service of a large 
state, to working in a small state with a different level of financial support, since the 
latter have traditionally favoured disciplines related to sustaining a regional or national 

73 BIRTI Zinātnes, tehnoloģiju un inovācijas stratēģija lietpratīgai specializācijai 2014.–2020. gadam (prezen-
tēta 2013. gada 28. augustā). Rīga, 2013, 35. lpp. Accessible at: http://www.birti.eu/lv/jaunumi/item/138-
birti-projekts (site last visited 16.09.2016); Stradiņš, J. Latviešu zinātnieki Latvijā un ārzemēs. Apvienotais 
Pasaules latviešu zinātnieku 3. un Letonikas 4. kongress “Zinātne, sabiedrība un nacionālā identitāte”, 54. lpp.; 
Latvijas zinātne skaitļos (apkop. J.  Kristapsons). Apvienotais Pasaules latviešu zinātnieku 3. un Letonikas 
4. kongress “Zinātne, sabiedrība un nacionālā identitāte”, 490.–492. lpp.; Kristapsons, J., Tjunina, E. Changes 
in the Latvian Research System. Science and Public Policy, Vol. 22, No. 5, 1995, pp. 305–312; Академические 
институты в условиях трансформации: результаты сравнительного исследования по 12 странам 
Центральной и Восточной Европы. Москва: Центр исследований и статистики науки, 1997, с. 121–
144.

74 Koroļova, I., Mieriņa, I., Rungule, R. Profesiju prestižs un izvēle jauniešu vidū: divu paaudžu salīdzinājums. 
Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2014.

75 Kristapsons, J., Martinson, H., Dagyte, J. Baltic R&D Systems in Transition. Experiences and Future Prospects. 
Riga: Zinatne, 2003.

Fig. 18. Presidents of the Academy of Sciences during 
the period between 1984 and 2004. From right to 
left: Tālis Millers, Bruno Puriņš, Jānis Lielpēteris, 
Jānis Stradiņš. Photograph taken in 2001 by 
Dr. h. c. Jānis Pollis, an eminent Latvian chemist and 
originator of the anti-viral medication, Remantadinum 
(source: Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. IV sēj.: 
Latvijas kultūra, izglītība, zinātne. Rīga: Latvijas 
Zinātņu akadēmija, 2013, 193. lpp.)
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identity. In Latvia, the democratisation of science was accompanied by a decrease in 
financial support, both as a percentage of the state budget, and in absolute terms, a re-
vision in areas to be researched, and a severe decline in the prestige of the exact and 
natural sciences and fundamental research. Similar processes could be seen in the 
other eastern European states, in particular in Russia and in the former Soviet repub-
lics, once their economy was no longer planned.76 

Science in Latvia no longer enjoyed support by the political elite or the wider pub-
lic. The percentage of the state budget allocated to science has decreased radically from 
the mid-1990s onwards — support for science in Latvia has persistently been at the 
lowest level among European countries (i.e. among the future member states of the 
EU), since other national priorities were identified (in particular in the services and 
transit business sectors), while the private sector paid little attention to science. While 
in 1990 Latvia was in many respects the leader among the three Baltic Republics in 
science, time went on it gradually began to lag behind developments in dynamic Esto-
nia and astute Lithuania. 

However, despite shortages of funding and a decline in the number of active re-
searchers, the number of scientific publications included in databases of cited works 
has not fallen, rather it has remained stable (the increase for Estonia and Lithuania has 
been more pronounced)77 and the scientific level of many publications has been highly 
rated internationally. 

Scientific achievements after recovery of independence and integration 
into the European Science Area 

The development of science in Latvia during the 21st century has thus far been sig-
nificantly influenced by integration into the EU Research Area, which began even be-
fore Latvia became an EU member state in 2004. Starting in 1998, scientists from 
Latvia have had the opportunity to participate in the 5th EU Framework Programme, 
and later in the succeeding ones as well. Accession to the EU and access to EU Struc-
tural Funds marked a positive turning point in the renewal of the infrastructure and 
experimental apparatus for research, including creation of science and technology 
parks. In the process of acceding to the EU, Latvia gradually had to adopt the princi-
ples for financial support of science advocated by the EU. A provision of the Law on 
Scientific Activities adopted by the Republic of Latvia in 2005 stipulated that Latvia 

76 Latvijas zinātne skaitļos (apkop. J. Kristapsons). Apvienotais Pasaules latviešu zinātnieku 3. un Letonikas 
4. kon gress “Zinātne, sabiedrība un nacionālā identitāte”, 490.–492. lpp.; R&D in Latvia: Research and De-
vel op ment in the Republic of Latvia. Balodis, J. (Ed.). 3rd, rev. ed. Riga: Latvian Technological Center,  2005; 
Kristapsons, J., Adamsone-Fiskoviča, A., Dravniece, A. ERAWATCH Country Reports 2010: Latvia. 
Accessible at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268035783_ERAWATCH_COUNTRY_REPORTS 
_2010_Latvia (site last visited 16.09.2016).

77 Latvijas zinātne skaitļos (apkop. J. Kristapsons). Apvienotais Pasaules latviešu zinātnieku 3. un Letonikas 
4. kongress “Zinātne, sabiedrība un nacionālā identitāte”, 490.–492. lpp.; R&D in Latvia: research and develop-
ment in the Republic of Latvia, 2005; Kristapsons J., Adamsone-Fiskoviča A., Dravniece A. ERAWATCH 
Country Reports 2010: Latvia. 
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would have to ensure an annual rise in financial support for science of at least 0.15% of 
GDP, until the level of support would reach 1% of GDP annually.78 Unfortunately, this 
provision was ignored following the 2008 economic crisis, instead, financial support 
for science was reduced and in 2016 the amount allocated was 38  million EUR (or 
0.15% of GDP). Matters are partially rectified by financial support for science via EU 
Structural Funds, which tends to be very slow in being disbursed, but which neverthe-
less raised the science budget in Latvia to 0.65% of GDP.79

An expert assessment of science in Latvia in 2014 commissioned by the Nordic 
Council of Ministers (the first since 1992) painted a picture which overall was not en-
couraging. A grade of acceptable was given to 67 science institutions out of 150 which 
were considered, while 23 were rated as very weak, and the performance of only 15 in-
stitutions were assessed as good or excellent. Out of the latter the highest mark “5” 
(“exceptional”) was accorded only to the Latvian Institute for Organic Synthesis, while 
“very good” was given to the Institute of Solid State Physics at the UL, the Latvian 
State Institute of Wood Chemistry, Latvian Biomedicine Research and Study Centre, 
the Institute of Electronics and Computer Science, the Pauls Stradiņš Clinical Univer-
sity Hospital, the Institute of Food Safety, Animal Health and Environment “BIOR”, 
the Institute for Transport and Communications, the UL Centre for Optometry and 
Optical Science, UL Faculty of Computer Science, UL Institute of Literature, Folklore 
and Art (the only institute specialised in the humanities), the Institute for Atomic 
Physics and Spectroscopy, the UL Faculty of Geography and Earth Sciences, the Vent-
spils International Radio Astronomy Centre, and the G. Liberts’ Innovative Micros-
copy Centre at Daugavpils University.  The foreign experts concluded that there are 
too many research groups and centres in Latvia, that they are too fragmented, the 
human potential at centres is insufficient, while the principal reason for the sad state of 
affairs being “… the absolutely low level of research funding in the system as a whole. 
Ultimately any developed country must be financing its own research on a permanent 
basis. Temporary funds are useful for supporting transitions but cannot sustainably 
fund ‘business as usual’”.80

Despite many Latvian researchers expressing dissatisfaction with this evaluation, 
many research centres were closed (or merged) over the period 2014–2016. Review of 
science institutions (consolidation) is under way in the context of a controversial and 
difficult reform by the government of the system of higher education and science.81

78 Zinātniskās darbības likums. 33. pants, 2. daļa. Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmata 2006. Rīga: 
 Zinātne, 2006, 235. lpp. 

79 Research and Innovation Performance in the EU. Innovation Union Progress at country level, 2014. Luxem-
bourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2014, p. 169.

80 Technopolis group. Latvia. Research Assessment Exercise: summary report. [E. Arnold et. al.] Riga, 2014. 
Accessible at: http://www.izm.gov.lv/images/zinatne/ZISI/zisi_03.pdf (site last visited 16.09.2016).

81 Par pētniecības un inovācijas infrastruktūras un pētnieciskās darbības koncentrācijas teritoriālo kartē-
jumu (informative report). Accessible at: http://www.izm.gov.lv/lv/zinatne/zinatnisko-instituciju-terito-
rialais-kartejums (site last visited 16.09.2016). I wish to express my appreciation to Academician Andrejs 
Siliņš, Chairman of the Latvian Council of Science, for a fruitful discussion of this and other current press-
ing pro blems faced by science in Latvia; conclusions drawn from the discussion are partially included in the 
summary of this article.
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These changes are also due to a pronounced 
generational change in science as during the 
first years of renewed independence the  science 
community in Latvia has visibly aged, a process 
which has affected, in particular, the group of 
scientists elected to the Latvian Academy of 
Sciences. A major generation gap had opened 
up by the turn of the century.

This trend was only partially arrested after 
EU accession and from 2005 onwards capable 
young people were trained as scientists. It is 
also the case that a third wave of emigration 
has been facilitated by stronger contacts which 
are now in place with science and universities 
in other EU member states.

Over 1000 scientists originating from 
 Latvia are today working outside Latvia; many 
are not migrants but rather expatriates (who 
work part-time in foreign countries, and part-
time in Latvia), who are pursuing doctoral 
studies or are in post-doctorate programmes, 
or are involved in cooperative projects with 
foreign colleagues. Working abroad permits 

Latvian scientists to gain international contacts, accumulate experience, and enter the 
international science community; in many cases this has been very useful process. A 
number of top researchers have returned home after an absence of 10–15 years (mag-
netic resonance specialist academician Edvards Liepiņš (a student of the Nobel Laure-
ate Kurt Wüthrich), and biologist Kaspars Tārs), while another magnetic resonance 
specialist Ēriks Kupče continues to work successfully in Oxford.82 A new,  modern- 
 thinking generation of scientists with international experience is beginning to take 
shape, successfully taking part in European projects and winning recognition for work 
in their speciality. However, at present Latvian scientists are only at the forefront of 
their speciality in one case  — a project led by the computer scientist Andris Ambainis 
on a theoretical basis for quantum computing. 

Accession to the EU and becoming part of the European Research Area has per-
mitted many scientists from Latvia to work as scientists at the service of a “united great 
power” and to be part of “greater science”; it is, however, not clear to what degree 
 Latvia will be competitive in future European projects, or whether the EU will con-
tinue to co-finance research in Latvia through Structural Funds, which are today its 
main “life support”.  Government indecision is all too evident in carrying out a well-
thought out reform of science; occasionally the advice of local scientists has been 

82 Stradiņš, J. Latviešu zinātnieki Latvijā un ārzemēs. Apvienotais Pasaules latviešu zinātnieku 3. un Letonikas 
4. kongress “Zinātne, sabiedrība un nacionālā identitāte”, 59.–60. lpp. 

Fig. 19. Academician Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, the newly 
elected State President of the Republic of Latvia, 
together with the Heads of the three Baltic Academies 
of Sciences at the opening of the 7th Baltic Intellectual 
Cooperation Conference, September 1999. This 
renewed a tradition, started in 1935 and forcibly 
interrupted in 1940, which takes the form of regular 
meetings of representatives of the Academies of 
Science of the Baltic States and the Finnish Academy 
of Science and Letters to discuss cooperation and 
listen to scientific presentations.
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 ignored for promoting sustainable develop-
ment of the country and implementation of 
the National Development Plan.

From time to time, public opinion, as well 
as the mass media, express the premature view 
that the low level of financial support and 
modest national science strategy implies a 
 crisis in science in independent Latvia. This is 
not the true situation, as high-quality science 
centres continue to exist in Latvia, with re-
search carried out at six universities in Latvia, 
many academies and other institutions of 
higher education, as well as at independent re-
search centres and in the regions. Excellence in 
research is not possible without high-quality 
education, and vice versa; the institutions of-
fering higher education in Latvia are in general 
of a high standard, as well as creative and com-
pliant with international standards. In 2014, 
there were 4138 individuals with doctor’s degrees active in research, of whom 3812 
were  scientists (83.5% worked in the higher education sector).83

Scientific achievements by scientists working during the period of restored inde-
pendence have attracted favourable international notice. The most important include 
experimental verification of the dynamo effect as the origin of the Earth’s magnetic 
field (Agris Gailītis, Olģerts Lielausis, 1999)84; the discovery by palaeontologist Ervīns 
Lukševics, in cooperation with Swedish and Russian partners, of Ventastega curonica, a 
360 million years old species which was an intermediate form between fish and am-
phibians85 and original approaches in the field of computer science (Rūsiņš Mārtiņš 
Freivalds, Andris Ambainis).86 

Following in the footsteps of S. Hiller, an original pharmaceutical called Mildro-
nate (Meldonium) a cardio modulator and cyto modulator, was developed at the 
Latvian Institute of Organic Synthesis; it has become the most important export item 
based on the intellectual capacity of Latvia (Ivars Kalviņš); an improved form of this 
medication has been synthesised and holds great future medical promise. The bio-
chemical aspects of how this pharmaceutical works was studied with reference to Car-
nitine and γ-butyrobetaine (Maija Dambrova a.o.). In 2016, a ban on use of Meldo-
nium by sportsmen and its controversial inclusion on the list of banned substances 

83 Statistics on research. Informative overview. Rīga, 2015. Accessible at: http://www.csb.gov.lv/sites/ default/
files/nr_36_petniecibas_statistika_15_00_lv.pdf%20 (site last visited 13.09.2016).

84 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmata, 2000. Rīga: Zinātne, 2000, 114., 123. lpp.
85 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmata, 2012. Rīga: Zinātne, 2012, 17.–18. lpp.
86 Ambainis, A. Rūsiņš Mārtiņš Freivalds (10.11.1942–04.01.2016). In memoriam. Zinātnes Vēstnesis, Nr. 2, 

2016, 25. janv.; Zirnis, E., Zvaigzne, V. Latvietis pasaules melnajā kastē [par A. Ambaini]. SestDiena, 2013, 
1./7. febr., 18.–22. lpp.

Fig. 20. Winners of the Grand Medal of the Latvian 
Academy of Sciences in 1999 — scientists from Latvia 
and abroad. From left to right: Dietrich André Loeber 
(FRG), Jānis Graudonis, Elmārs Grēns, Jānis Stradiņš, 
Juris Upatnieks (USA), Edmunds Lukevics, 
Olģerts Lielausis, and Jānis Krastiņš. Photograph by 
Jānis Kristapsons 
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served to raise interest world-wide in the effec-
tiveness of this pharmaceutical in cardiology. 
Ivars Kalviņš has earned international recogni-
tion for his abilities to develop new pharmaceuti-
cals on a European level.87

The OSI in cooperation with foreign firms 
has developed and produces several novel medi-
cations to treat malignant tumours, diabetes, and 
Alzheimer’s disease (e.g., the anti-cancer agent 
Belinostat, registered in the USA in 2014). In 
2004, Rigvir, a medication developed some time 
ago by Aina Muceniece, a former colleague of 
Augusts Kirhenšteins,88 which contains an onco-
lytic virus and has proven effective against mela-
noma, was approved for use through the good of-
fices of Ivars Kalviņš. Investigations continue on 
how this medication works. 

Material sciences, computer science, and me-
dical science are the scientific sectors which are currently developing most effectively 
in Latvia.89

New functional materials and nanotechnologies are studied at the Institute of Solid 
State Physics at the University of Latvia, led by Andris Šternbergs (segnetoelectric mate-
rials, functional materials for electronics, photonics, and energy applications, radiation 
resistant materials for use in the international nuclear fusion experimental reactor, ITER, 
etc.).  The European Commission has accorded the status of a Centre of Excellence in 
material science to this institute.90 Physicists at the UL have gained recognition for their 
published works on atomic physics and laser spectroscopy; books by Mārcis Auziņš and 
Ruvim Ferber have been published by major international publishing houses.

Significant advances have been made in medical science, in particular in the field 
of invasive cardiology and cardiac surgery in terms of applying and improving the 
most modern methods. Latvia also excels at the production of novel products for do-
mestic use and export, in practical resolution of issues arising in agrobiology forestry 
and the use of wood. Arvīds Barševskis, the energetic rector of Daugavpils University, 
has been responsible for internationally recognised studies of beetles (including the 
Doliops genus and species of beetles from the Philippines); this university publishes 
the Baltic Journal of Coleopterology.91 

87 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas akadēmiķis profesors Ivars Kalviņš: biobibliogrāfija. Rīga: Latvijas Akadēmiskā 
bibliotēka, 2007; Kalviņš, I. Vīruss kā dresēts medību suns. Pierakst. Z. Eniņa. 36,6 C: Veselīgāk. Saskanīgāk. 
Gudrāk, Nr. 6, 2016, 8.–13. lpp.

88 Муцениеце, А. Я. Онкотропизм вирусов и проблема виротерапии злокачественных опухолей. Рига: 
Зинатне, 1972.

89 Kurzemniece, I., Bažbauers, G. Zinātniskās darbības rezultātu izvērtējums specializāciju noteikšanai pētnie-
cībā. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2014.

90 Latvijas Universitātes Cietvielu fizikas institūts: pētniecības aktualitātes. Rīga: Latvijas Universitātes Cietvielu 
fizikas institūts, 2013.

91 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmata, 2016. Rīga: Zinātne, 2016, 66.–70. lpp.

Fig. 21. Academician Ivars Kalviņš in his workroom. 
He is a highly successful Latvian scientist who 
developed the popular cardio modulator Mildronate 
and other pharmaceuticals effective against 
malignant tumours, Alzheimer’s disease, etc. 
Awarded the Walter Zapp prize (2015) and the 
WIPO Gold Medal (2009)
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The gene databank of the residents of Lat-
via held at the Latvian Biomedicine Research 
and Study Centre supports work on finding 
cancer biomarkers. Novel results in gene engi-
neering, biopharmacology, and organic chem-
istry have been achieved. The list of positive 
examples could be continued.

The Ventspils International Radio Astron-
omy Centre (VIRAC) was established (1996–
1999) on the base of the formerly top secret 
Soviet spying facility “Zvezdochka”, located 
close to Ventspils; in 2015, after reconstruction 
the centre was integrated into the Very Long 
Baseline Interferometry Network linked to ra-
dio-telescope installations in Poland, Sweden, 
Germany, Russia, Finland, and in the Nether-
lands.92 In 2015, Latvia became a cooperating 
state of the European Space Agency which allows it to compete for ESA projects on 
developing new space technologies in the European Union.

As of 2002, each year the Latvian Academy of Sciences has identified 10–12 of the 
most important recent achievements in local science in order to bring these to the at-
tention of the general public in Latvia.93

A new model might come about in Latvian science, as scientists moving to EU 
countries and the USA maintain their links with the homeland, or perform research in 
Latvia in the framework of joint international projects; this is entirely feasible thanks 
to modern technology. However, it would be more useful to develop the science of a 
small state within the large scientific area of Europe and the world, keeping significant 
research centres here in the Baltic (at least in certain sectors) with guaranteed state 
finan cial support for either national or regional science. Several high-calibre research 
centres must be sustained in Latvia so that it does not become a peripheral region 
where no important research is undertaken any longer.94 

After the consequences of the financial crisis were partially overcome, modernisa-
tion and renewal of science infrastructure has proceeded apace from 2012 onwards 
with support from EU programmes and national co-financing. Examples include the 
new UL academic centre for the natural sciences in Riga Torņakalns district (2015), 
the UL Centre for the Humanities (2014), new buildings at the RTU, RSU, LUA, 
 Daugavpils University, Rēzekne Academy of Technologies, and other facilities at 

92 Stradiņš, J. Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija: izcelsme, vēsture, pārvērtības, 11. nod., 530.–532. lpp.; Balklavs,  A. 
Dra matiska cīņa par Ventspils antenām un VSRC. Zvaigžņotā Debess, 1995, pavasaris, 60.–63. lpp.; Draviņš, D. 
Par Ventspils radioantenām un to nākotnes perspektīvām. Zvaigžņotā Debess, 1995, vasara, 52.–57. lpp.

93 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmatas, 2004–2017. Accessible at: www.lza.lv (site last visited 
13.09.2016).

94 Stradiņš, J. Vai Latvijas Republikai vajadzīgi zinātnieki? Zinātnes un kultūras mijiedarbība Latvijā un pa-
saulē: Jāņa Stradiņa gada grāmata, 18.–28. lpp.

Fig. 22. UL Professor Mārcis Auziņš carrying out final 
experiments before departing on a long-term mission 
to the USA. 2016  
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 institutions of higher education, the new build-
ing of the OSI Biopharmacology Centre (2016), 
as well as major modern apparatus such as a 
900 MHz magnetic resonance spectrometer, 
and others. 

New doctors of science have been trained 
recently, benefitting from support by the Euro-
pean Social Fund (recently 250–300 doctoral 
dissertations have been defended annually in 
Latvia, which often lead to post-doctoral stud-
ies abroad); until 2015, this process ran in pa-
rallel with the development of science infra-
structure. The Horizon – 2020 programme 
offers hope for these positive developments to 
continue, notwithstanding some difficulties al-
ready encountered.

Latvia, regrettably, currently lags behind 
the more developed EU member states in terms 
of commercialising innovation. Despite the low 
level of support by the state and few private ini-

tiatives, innovative scientists are still working in Latvia, as are inventors, and a proposal 
has been developed for an innovative science and technology strategy to raise the com-
petitiveness of Latvia, identifying the sectors of science and technology which need to 
be stimulated. Recently there has been a trend to emphasise utilitarian considerations 
in science, as institutions of higher education prefer to support science and engineering 
studies, train business-oriented specialists, and develop subjects which could relate to 
product commercialisation in large enterprises in Latvia, as well as the creation of in-
novative small and medium undertakings. 

The priority for use of EU funds in Latvia is for the development of industrial ca-
pacity in Latvia in the areas of smart specialities: 1) knowledge-intensive bio-economy 
(innovative forestry and wood processing, raising crops and animal farming and food 
production, food safety); 2) biomedicine, medical technologies, bio-pharmaceuticals 
and biotechnology; 3) smart materials, technologies and engineering systems; 4) smart 
energy; 5) information and communication technologies.95

It will be seen in the near future whether Latvia will be capable of achieving “a 
boost for the economy” in parallel with “a boost for innovative science”, and whether 
sufficient resources will be found locally to boost the intellectual capacity and encour-
age initiative on the part of entrepreneurs.

At the same time, views are increasingly being put forward by scholars in the hu-
manities that knowledge and values in Latvia must not have only a utilitarian dimen-

95 Ministru kabineta 2013. gada 28. decembra rīkojums Nr. 685. Par Zinātnes, tehnoloģiju attīstības un ino-
vāciju pamatnostādnēm 2014.–2020. gadam. Accessible at: http://likumi.lv/doc.php?id=263464 (site last 
visited 13.09.2016).

Fig. 23. Renovated building of the Latvian Institute 
of Organic Synthesis and the new building for 
biopharmacology (2016), a research centre equipped 
with the most modern equipment, at which intensive 
development is under way of new medications and the 
study of how these medications work
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sion, but also have ethical and moral 
 aspects, and should emphasise the im port-
ance of national identity and the European 
character of culture in Latvia. In this re-
gard, the book Jābūtības vārdi (Words of 
Obligation. Essays on Knowledge and 
 Values of Contemporary Latvia) (2016) by 
the philosopher Maija Kūle is sympto-
matic, as is her critical book Eiro dzīve: for-
mas, principi, izjūtas (Eurolife: Forms, 
Principles, Feelings) (2006), in addition to 
many studies which have been made by 
philosophers and sociologists of Latvia. A 
tangible impact on public awareness, has 
been made by Tālavs Jundzis, a politologist 
and active participant in the campaign to 
recover Latvian independence, through his 
several books and publication of docu-
ments about the non-violent resistance in 
Latvia (1987–1991).96 Of more general sci-
entific relevance, not only for Latvia, is the 
excellent book by the physicist Edgars Im-
ants Siliņš about the phil osophy of science, 
Lielo patiesību meklējumi (Searching for 
Great Truths) (1st ed. 1999, 2nd ed. 2006, 
3rd  ed. 2017)),97 which has proved to be 
very popular in Latvia.

Comprehensive interdisciplinary stud-
ies have been carried out on problems of 
national identity and the historical legacy 
in the context of the Lettonics programme 
(and also outside of it), which have at-
tracted scholars from many higher educa-
tion and research institutions in Latvia.98 Guidelines for this programme were first set 
in 1995, but studies supported from the national budget only began in the 2005 Let-
tonics programme under the heading, “National identity: language, history of Latvia, 

96 Regaining Independence: Non-Violent  Resistence in Latvia, 1945–1991. Jundzis, T. (Ed.). Riga: Latvian Aca-
demy of Sciences, 2009.

97 Siliņš, E. Lielo patiesību meklējumi. Rīga: Jumava, 1995; 2. izd. Rīga: Jumava, 2006.
98 Stradiņš, J., Cimermanis, S. Par letonikas jēdzienu un saturu. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. A daļa, 

Nr.  5/6, 1995, 1.–7. lpp.; Jansone, I. Valsts pētījumu programma “Letonika: pētījumi par vēsturi, valodu 
un kultūru”. Letonikas Pirmais kongress. Plenārsēžu materiāli. Rīga, 2005. 24.–25. oktobris. Rīga: Latvijas 
 Zinātņu akadēmija, 2006; Stradiņš, J. Letonikas sākotne un nākotne. Latvijas Vēsture: jaunie un jaunākie 
laiki, Nr. 1, 2008, 57.–66. lpp.

Fig. 24. A group of scholars who contributed to the 
Lettonics project — the editorial board of the collection 
of academic articles Latvieši un Latvija (Latvians and 
Latvia),  after completion of their work, on the premises 
of the Latvian Academy of Sciences, September 2013. The 
collection was accorded special recognition by the Cabinet 
of Ministers of the Republic of Latvia (2014). Photograph 
by Gunārs Janaitis
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culture, and human security”. Lettonics congresses have been regularly held since 2005 
(there have been seven up until 2017), and collections of conference papers have been 
published as well as a four volume collection of papers in Latvian titled Latvieši un 
Latvija (Latvians and Latvia) (2013), which has been acclaimed by the public, and re-
ceived an award from the Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Latvia in 2014.99 

After the restoration of independence, achieving a stable position for Lettonics in 
the humanities has been a very considerable achievement. Studies of the Latvian lan-
guage cover the history of the language and linguistics, dialectology, onomastics, pro-
blems of grammar, and socio-linguistic issues (Marta Rudzīte, Aina Blinkena, Ilga Jan-
sone, Ina Druviete, Anna Stafecka, a.o.). In the study of the history of Latvia, emphasis 
has been put on the very complex political history of Latvia during the 20th century 
(Inesis Feldmanis, Aivars Stranga, Jānis Bērziņš, Valdis Bērziņš, Indulis Ronis, Daina 
Bleiere, Vita Zelče, a.o.). Internationally recognised archaeological investigations have 
been carried out (Ēvalds Mugurēvičs, Jānis Graudonis, Andris Caune, Ilze Loze, An-
drejs Vasks, Juris Urtāns, Ieva Ose, Guntis Zemītis, a.o.). Publications of ancient 
chronicles merit special attention (Ē. Mugurēvičs), as does a new study of the origin 
and early history of Riga as a city (A. Caune).100 

Studies of folklore are very important (Kārlis Arājs, Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga and 
 Imants Freibergs, Beatrise Reidzāne, Janīna Kursīte-Pakule, Dace Bula, a.o.), in that 
the Latvian people possess a rich and unique legacy. The cabinet used by Krišjānis Bar-
ons to store his written texts of original folk songs (Dainu skapis), and its repository of 
Latvian folklore, which are located as of 2014 in the new building of the National Lib-
rary of Latvia, are regarded almost as sacred relics. 

The study of how the sun is represented in Latvian oral folk art, i.e. folklore, has 
been the life-long mission of Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, an eminent Latvian scholar and 
State President of the Republic of Latvia (1999–2007). The first database of Latvian 
folk-songs was created by V. Vīķe-Freiberga and her husband Imants Freibergs while 
living in Montreal, Canada (as of 1982 this database contained 71 000 entries); a spe-
cial place in this collection was allocated to folk songs which refer to the sun. A five-
volume set of monographs published in 2016 marked completion of the analytic study 
Trejādas saules (The Threefold Sun) by V. Vīķe-Freiberga on the subject of the Latvian 
folk songs referring to the sun (Saules dainas), notably the different ways in which the 
sun features, in terms of their cosmological, chronological, meteorological, physical, 
and mythological aspect, which is a novel approach offering a profound understanding 
of traditional folklore values.101 

99 Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. I–IV. Stradiņš, J. (galv. red.). I sēj.: Latvieši. II sēj.: Valstiskums Latvijā 
un Latvijas valsts — izcīnītā un zaudētā. III sēj.: Atjaunotā Latvijas valsts. IV sēj.: Latvijas kultūra, izglītība, 
zinātne. Rīga: Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija, 2013.  

100 For an assessment of the recent work of Latvian historians see the collection of papers: Latvijas vēsture krust-
celēs un jaunu pieeju meklējumos (Latvijas vēsturnieku I kongresa materiāli). Feldmanis, I., Taurēns, J. (red.) 
Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2014.

101 Scientiae et patriae: veltījums akadēmiķei profesorei Vairai Vīķei-Freibergai 75. dzimšanas dienā = Scientiae 
et Patriae: a Festschrift in honour of Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga on her 75th birthday. Cimdiņa. A. (Ed.). Riga, LU 
Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2012; Vīķe-Freiberga, V. Trejādas saules. I: Kosmoloģiskā saule. II: Hronoloģiskā saule. 
III: Meteoroloģiskā saule. IV: Fiziskā saule. V: Mitoloģiskā saule. Rīga: Karogs; Pētergailis, 1997–2016.
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Studies of the history of Latvian literature, theatre, and cinema have earned public 
appreciation (Viktors Hausmanis, Jānis Kalniņš, Vera Vāvere, Benedikts Kalnačs, 
Māra Grudule, Lilija Dzene, Guna Zeltiņa, Silvija Radzobe, a.o.). Noteworthy studies 
of the history of art and architecture have been carried out by Jānis Krastiņš, Jānis 
Zilgalvis, Imants Lancmanis, Ojārs Spārītis, Elita Grosmane, Eduards Kļaviņš, and 
others; these range over many eras, and include contributions made by other cultures, 
in the first instance by Baltic German culture. Scholars have not restricted their atten-
tion to contributions made by Latvians alone, but have emphasised multi-cultural as-
pects, particularly of towns and manors in Latvia, which has provided substance for 
contemporary discussion. Noteworthy: studies include ethnography and agrarian his-
tory by Saulvedis Cimermanis and Heinrihs Strods, and investigations by Pēteris 
Zvidriņš, Ilmārs Mežs, and others about demography, a rather painful topic for Lat-
vians. Other authors have examined these findings in detail in articles contained in 
this collection.

There are certainly Latvian success stories in the humanities, in that many schol-
ars and their works have earned good visibility in local society; however, these studies 
have not always been adequately coordinated with the efforts of scholars in neigh-
bouring countries (a positive example has been set by scholarly participation in creat-
ing the Atlas of the Languages of Europe), and not all findings have been adequately 
published in foreign languages. It is also the case that foreign interest in the problems 
of Latvia is regrettably not adequate (pleasant exceptions in this regard were the Rus-
sian linguists Vladimir Toporov, Oleg Trubachev, the Italian linguist Pietro Umberto 
Dini, the English historian John Hiden, and others). Issues arising in the history of 
Latvia are examined by foreign scholars based on old formulations by Baltic German 
and German historians, ignoring recent findings by Latvian historians. It is certainly 
true that matters are slowly improving, but there is a near-term need to render topics 
more comprehensive, to “modernise” Lettonics, and to broaden conclusions in a 
 European context. Latvia and Latvians must be shown to the world; nevertheless, Let-
tonics is first and foremost needed by Latvians themselves as one source of self-confi-
dence and intellectual culture, patriotism and national self-criticism.

In addition to Lettonics, Latvian scholars have studied issues related to other 
 peoples.  The work on Indology is noteworthy (Viktors Ivbulis),102 as is the study 
about how William Shakespeare’s works were received in the Baltic (Guna Zeltiņa, 
2015),103 and topology considerations of the Egyptian pyramids (Jānis Klētnieks). 

During the Soviet period, only very few Latvian scientists were elected as mem-
bers of the USSR Academy of Sciences, or the USSR Academy of Medical Sciences 
(Jānis Peive, Aleksandrs Mālmeisters, Bruno Puriņš, Aleksandrs Šmits, Pauls Stradiņš, 
Viktors Kalnbērzs, a.o.). Solomon Hiller was accepted as a member of the German 
Academy of Naturalists Leopoldina. A considerably greater number of scientists from 
independent Latvia have received similar recognition. Mārcis Auziņš, Andrejs Cēbers, 
Elmārs Grēns, Aija Linē, Rūsiņš Mārtiņs Freivalds, and Vitauts Tamužs, are members 

102 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmata, 2015. Rīga: Zinātne, 2015, 71.–76. lpp.
103 Zeltiņa, G. Šekspīrs. Ar Baltijas akcentu. Rīga: LU Literatūras, folkloras un mākslas institūts, 2015.
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of Academia Europaea. Jānis Stradiņš is a full member of the German National 
 Academy of Sciences Leopoldina, Elmārs Grēns is a corresponding member of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences and Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga is a full member of the Royal 
Society of Canada, being at one time President of its Academy II (Francophone sec-
tion, Académie des lettres et sciences humaines). Several members of the LAS are for-
eign members of the academies of science of Estonia, Lithuania, and Georgia, and of 
the Royal Swedish Academy of Agriculture and Forestry.104 A considerable number of 
scientists from Latvia are members of the Academia Scientiarum et Artium Europae in 
Salzburg, founded by the Austrian scientist Felix Unger, which actively collaborates 
with Latvia; it regularly holds external assemblies in Latvia, and has awarded the 
 special Felix Prize to Latvian scientists and artists (recipients have included Vaira 
 Vīķe-Freiberga, Maija Kūle, Ilmārs Blumbergs, Imants Lancmanis, and others).105 Sev-
eral representatives from Latvia have received the Baltic Assembly Prize from 1994 
onwards (recipients have included Andris Caune, Jānis Krastiņš, Janīna Kursīte, Ēvalds 
Mugurēvičs, Jānis Stradiņš, Renāte Blumberga, Maija Dambrova, and others). In 1999, 
the tradition was revived (acting on a suggestion by Latvia) of holding conferences re-
flecting intellectual collaboration in the Baltic which was begun in 1935 (presently 
these are organised on a regular basis by the academies of science of the Baltic States 
and Finland).106

Considerable attention has been paid to retaining and further developing local 
scientific traditions. The LAS and universities present awards bearing the names of 
eminent scientists, many of whom have had plaques set up in their memory and re-
ceived medals for achievement. A conference on the history of science in the Baltic has 
been held since 1958, with the venue alternating between Riga, Vilnius, and Tartu or 
Tallinn (the 27th Baltic Conference on the History of Science took place in 2015 in Riga 
and in Jelgava as one activity of the commemorative year Academia – 200, and it was 
tied to an external meeting of the European Academy of the Sciences and Arts).107

The report, “Research and Innovation Performance in the EU”, published in 2014 
by the European Commission, presented an assessment country-by-country of finan-
cial support for research and innovation (R&I), including for the three Baltic States; 
the Commission is sceptical that the situation in Latvia as regards research and inno-
vation might improve dramatically by 2020, as stated in the programme  document, 

104 Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmijas gadagrāmata, 2016. Rīga: Zinātne, 2016, 194. lpp.
105 Stradiņš, J. Eiropas Zinātņu un mākslu akadēmija un tās saistība ar Latvijas vēsturi. Zinātņu vēsture un mu-

zejniecība = History of Sciences and Museology. Rīga, 2011, 225.–231. lpp. (Latvijas Universitātes raksti; 763).
106 Stradiņš, J. Beginnings of the Intellectual Entente of the Baltic States (1920–1935–1940). Scientific Proceed-

ings of Riga Technical University. Ser. 8. History of Science and Higher Education, Vol. 18, 2011, pp. 11–18 (the 
article includes a complete list of winners of the Baltic Assembly Prize up to 2010). 

107 Conferences on the History of Science in the Baltic have been held at regular intervals from 1958 onwards 
(the 27th conference in this series was held in 2015 in Rīga/Jelgava). Stradiņš, J. Latvijas Zinātņu vēstures 
asociācijas pirmsākumi un organizētas zinātņu vēstures pētniecības 50  gadi Baltijā. Zinātņu vēsture un 
muzejniecība = History of Sciences and Museology, 2008, 197.–215. lpp. (Latvijas Universitātes raksti, 738); 
Stra diņš, J. 27. Baltijas zinātņu vēstures konference. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. A daļa, Nr.  5/6, 
2015, 108.–111. lpp.
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“Latvia 2020”,108 but progress has been evident in certain R&D sectors and this offers 
hope for further scientific progress locally.

The powerful innate urge felt by Latvians to gain an education and to investigate 
has the potential to generate achievements in all manners of scientific disciplines, 
working in their homeland or abroad, and also as part of international projects. 

Participation in international science is still considered today to be one manifesta-
tion of a modern identity. EU federalism must not eliminate the distinctive national 
features of the member states; this is a precondition for the existence of science (and 
culture) in a small state. Financial support for  “national science” is not a part of the 
remit of European Union financial support programmes, yet Latvia must in future, in 
the context of the EU,  continue to develop as a state with its own national identity, to-
gether with traditional multi-cultural elements (in particular, in the larger cities), 
whence an attempt is being made to stabilise the view that Latvian Studies and the hu-
manities/social science taken together must be supported from the national budget in 
order to provide a solid basis for the national and European components of identity in 
Latvia. The task of science is to be critical, and to sustain an atmosphere of free-think-
ing in society. Evidently, considerable effort must be made to develop science and in-
novative technology in a small state, which has to be a fundamental goal for the local 
community of scientists, dealing with issues as best as they can in a globalised world.

108 Research and innovation performance in the EU: innovation Union progress at country level, 2014. Ed. by the 
Directorate-General for Research and Innovation. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 
2014 (Latvia – pp. 169–178).

Investment in research and development (% of GDP)        Strategic objectives of  “Latvia 2020”

0,2

0,4

0,6

0,8

1

1,2

1,4

1,6

0
2010

0,6 0,6
0,68

0,8

1,2

1,5

0,7
0,66

2011 2012 2013 2014 2017 2020

Fig. 25. Support from the Latvian National Budget for research and development (% GDP), and 
strategic target values defined in “Latvia 2020”. 
Source: Pētniecības statistika. Informatīvais apskats. Rīga: Centrālā statistikas pārvalde, 2015. Unfortunately, the 
objectives after 2014 remain unrealized.
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Summary

If the development of science on the territory of Latvia is considered as a continu-
ous process from the period of the Enlightenment onwards, then the following stand 
out as the main research institutions of their times: Academia Petrina at Jelgava, the 
numerous Baltic German professional associations of the 19th century, Riga Poly technic 
(Riga Polytechnic), the University of Latvia, the Latvian Academy of Sciences with its 
diverse institutes, and the science network of independent Latvia with its many institu-
tions, in which the dominant role is played by the major universities and several 
power ful independent institutes. Over and above the development of science in Latvia, 
Latvian scientists have successfully pursued research careers outside of Latvia from the 
end of the 19th century onwards. This mobility and the foreign component of Latvian 
science have come about as a result of many political and social influences and the in-
ternational nature of science taken together.

Significant scientific results conforming to international standards have been 
achieved in Riga throughout all of its development phases; these have occurred in vari-
ous branches of science (in particular in chemistry and material science, medicine and 
pharmaceuticals, informatics, etc.), and local schools of science have developed with 
stable scientific traditions. Science in Latvia developed in the context of world science 
and local scientists (including ones of Baltic German origin) have over a long period 
of time ensured comprehensive study of the Latvian ethnos, its culture, and local 
 history.

After the recovery of Latvia’s independence in 1991, science in Latvia has devel-
oped within the single research area of the European Union, paying particular atten-
tion to investigation of local problems, in particular studying Latvian identity and 
multi-cultural issues (in the humanities). The chief obstacle at present to substantial 
development is a chronic insufficiency of funding from the national budget, a system 
of research and higher education which is partially in disarray and the emigration of 
many young scientists going abroad to countries which are scientifically more attrac-
tive. During the period of independence, scholars from Latvia have produced success 
stories in various sectors, but a lack of financing has prevented realising grand projects. 
In spite of very slight support by the state and by private entrepreneurs, innovative 
scien tists and inventors are active in Latvia, but, regrettably, Latvia still lags behind de-
veloped EU member states in the commercialisation of innovative inventions. A stra-
tegy is being drafted to help remedy this situation.

Currently science in Latvia largely relies on financial support from various Euro-
pean Union programmes, and these funds are being used to renew infrastructure, 
procure new apparatus, and new buildings have been built for universities and insti-
tutes. A new model has emerged for modern relations, i.e. emigration by young scien-
tists to other EU member states, the USA and Great Britain, at the same time retaining 
their links with their homeland, i.e., to carry out joint projects. The strategic goals for 
science in Latvia ought to be creating science in a small state within the science pur-
sued in the wider world and in Europe, while retaining and developing the most im-
portant research centres at home at the highest level of excellence. 
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We must clearly identify those sectors and directions in which we can realistically 
be competitive in the European Union and world-wide, and resources need to be allo-
cated for these. Science in Latvia has to be developed at two different levels, i.e. meet-
ing the local needs of Latvia (in terms of technology and in the study and promotion 
of national identity), as well as a fundamental direction, which is capable of represent-
ing Latvia in the EU and in the wider world, in cooperation with researchers in other 
countries.  
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Māra Urtāne, Juris Urtāns  

THE CULTURAL LANDSCAPE OF LATVIA

The constituent parts of cultural landscapes, their study and possibilities of their identification 
are many. This overview of the cultural landscape of Latvia between 1995 and 2015 includes an 
appreciation from the landscape architectural point of view (Māra Urtāne), together with aerial 
photographs (Juris Urtāns). The principal cultural landscape structures of Latvia have been exa-
mined: the Baltic Sea coastal region,  inland waters, forests, fields, and distribution of population. 
The characterisation of perception, feelings and associations is presented for the most significant 
elements of cultural landscapes: homesteads, villages, buildings in estate centres, historical city 
centres, the periphery and panoramas. The principal elements are identified which constitute a 
cultural landscape: parks, ponds, reservoirs, roads, resorts, natural features, the archaeological 
landscape, and new architecture. In conclusion the common and differing aspects of the cultural 
historical districts of Latvia are manifested:  for Kurzeme it is the influence of the Baltic Sea, hilly 
relief and ports; for Zemgale these are the fertile plains suitable for the development of agriculture; 
for Vidzeme — the varied picturesque landscapes; while for Latgale these are lakes, a fine mosaic 
of spatial structures and cultural diversity. The unifying elements everywhere are rural farmsteads, 
historical city centres and new developments surrounding  them, manors, Soviet-era settlements, 
traditional, biological, and modern agriculture, and the surrounding diverse structure of forests 
and wetlands. 

Key words: cultural landscape, structure and elements of cultural landscape, farmstead, manor 
buildings, park, archaeological landscape

Landscape and culture

Those who are responsible for developing our cultural landscape today do not exist 
separate from the contemporary culture,1 yet at the same time they must meet the 
challenge of new horizons, they must be able to renew culture, to create new forms of 
landscape, which are acceptable to the society. These forms may turn into symbols 
which impart meaning to the environment and influence the mind-set of people.2 

1 Schwartz, M. Landscape and common culture since modernism. Modern Landscape Architecture: a Critical 
Review. Treib, M. (Ed.). Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993, pp. 260–265.

2 Thompson, I. Ecology, Community and Delight: Sources of Values in Landscape architecture. London: Spon, 
1999, pp. 71–72.
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The language of cultural landscapes may be interpreted in two ways. The first way 
notes the phenomenological and mythical links between people and their surround-
ings. Each constituent element of cultural landscape, in the same way as language, has 
its associations which are not disjoint but combined in a significative way.3 The other 
way is based on professional language, which usually defines cultural landscape as an 
article written with structural elements, but the explanation of which relies on many 
other branches of science.

Cultural landscape may be characterised in terms of the following four categories: 
1) structure — which demonstrates lines of sight, views, the sequence of elements, 

asymmetry, pauses and focal points; 
2) perceptions and feelings — demonstrate the borders of visually closed spaces, 

the coalescence of space, picturesque dynamic balance, or order which follows 
on naturally and engages emotions;

3) associations — harmony, the enchantment of nature both tamed and untamed, 
drama, melancholy, literary representation; 

4) elements, objects — a building, a group of trees, a hedge, a river, a brook, a val-
ley, a hill, a slope.4

The cultural landscape is best appreciated as a unified entity by looking at as an 
area encompassing a number of features which otherwise might be ignored and form-
ing a synthesised integrated view of important features which allows reconstruction of 
the cultural historical landscape.5 It is possible via the cultural landscape to discover 
how people have worked and changed the spatial ordering of landscapes, including 
urban landscapes, enlivening them creating the aura and atmosphere of a place.6 

The UNESCO Convention Concerning Protection of the World Cultural and Na-
tural Heritage7 is an important document which identifies cultural landscape as span-
ning both culture and nature; a number of documents issued by the Council of Europe 
can be considered as guidelines for understanding and for action. The concept of a 
cultural landscape is often perceived as solely historical cultural landscape, as the pre-
servation of a particular period in history or evidence for the many-layered action of 
people, or its traces in a territory. In Latvia the concept of cultural and historical land-
scape is employed in describing one category of monuments.8 Practically we may iden-
tify three types of cultural landscape: 

3 Spirn, A. Is a leaf like a noun, flowering like a verb? The Language of Landscape. New Haven Conn: Yale 
University Press, 1998, p. 85.

4 Baljon, I. Designing parks. Amsterdam: Architectura & Nature Press, 1992, pp. 158–159; Urtane, M. Land-
scape of Archaeological Sites in Latvia. Alnarp: Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, 2001.

5 Urtāns, J. Augšzemes ezeri: arheoloģija un folklora. Rīga: Nordik, 2008.
6 Bunkše, V. E. Sirēnu balsis: ģeogrāfija kā cilvēcīga erudīcija. Rīga: Norden, 1998.
7 UNESCO Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention. Paris: UNESCO 

World Heritage Centre, 2012, p. 14; the Law on Ratification by the Republic of Latvia of the Framework 
Convention of the Council of Europe on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society is accessible at: http://
www.likumi.lv/doc.php? id=130436  (site last visited 20.10.2016).

8 The Law, On Protection of Cultural Monuments, is accessible at: http://www.likumi.lv/doc.php?id=72551 (site 
last visited 26.10.2016).
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1) as symbols which represent particular places or processes; 
2) as a qualitative and aesthetically valuable territory, often in contrast to natural 

environment;
3) cultural landscape in the broadest sense as an environment where people live 

and work. 
Each observer is likely to perceive specific parts of the cultural landscape differ-

ently, since this environment includes also the observer, his/her path through life, his/
her travels, his/her occupation —  as a ploughman, as a harvester. His/her horse, his/
her dog, automobile, tractor, live stock, his/her family.9 His/her life experience, accu-
mulation of knowledge and intuition allow appreciation of the diversity of cultural 
landscapes. Any human activity leaves footprints in the surrounding environment, 
which we see, hear, smell and taste as the cultural landscape. The European Landscape 
Convention which has been ratified by Latvia as well offers the following definition 
“landscape refers to a territory in the sense that people perceive it and which has been 
formed through natural interaction or the interaction between people and nature.”10 
This definition is taken as the basis for future research and practical work, paying at-
tention to the human factor, not only to the natural environment. People are always a 
part of the cultural environment by virtue of their presence and activities, or even their 
attitude. The landscape comprises changes in nature which have come about in re-
sponse to the aesthetic, functional, or other needs of people.11 Judging by various com-
ments and in the context of evaluations the concept cultural landscape refers to the 
creation and development of a particular landscape or combination of landscapes. 
Certainly, one needs to understand that the term “culture is broad in that it relates to 
the totality of what people have achieved, to its various reflections in spatial structures, 
as well as in terms of history.12  

The cultural landscape of Latvia may be described in terms of different physio-
geo graphical regions, with differing cultural, political and economic influences, the re-
sults of technical and technological progress. The territory of Latvia consists of four 
historical districts: Vidzeme — the north-eastern part, Latgale — the south eastern 
peart, Kurzeme — the western part, and Zemgale — the central southern part. 

The capital city Riga (Rīga in Latvian) and its agglomeration today are seen to be 
an additional separate part. The collections of documents, Kultūrvēstures avoti un Lat-
vijas piekraste,13 and, Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava,14 offer significant docu-
mented insight into the nature and development of the cultural landscape of Latvia. 

9 Niedre, U. Latvijas 20. gadsimta 20. gadu agrārā reforma Vidzemes kultūrainavā. Kultūrvēstures avoti un 
Latvijas ainava. Rīga: Apgāds Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis, 2011, 47.–72. lpp. (Letonikas bibliotēka). 

10 Par Eiropas ainavu konvenciju: Likums. Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 63, 2007, 2.–4. lpp.
11 Zeltiņa, L. Ūdensdzirnavu un mazo HES ainavas Latvijā: promocijas darba kopsavilkums. Jelgava: LLU, LIF, 

2015.
12 Melluma, A. Latvijas ainavas: pārdomas par vārdiem, pieejām un praksi. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas 

ainava, 17. lpp.
13 Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas piekraste. Rīga: Apgāds Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis, 2008.
14 Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava. Rīga: Apgāds Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis, 2011. (Letonikas 

bibliotēka).
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Ancient Chronicles allow one to appreciate how the cultural landscape of Latvia 
was  consciously developed starting with the 13th century. The landscapes of the 
 13th–17th centuries are shown in maps, whereas legal acts of the period of the Swedish 
rule (the 17th century), and written records from the 18th–19th centuries, together with 
artist sketches and engravings from that time, and, later, descriptions of parishes and 
photographs from the 19th century permit us to identify the oldest layers of our cul-
tural landscape. The data base of sources is broad, comprehensive, and it has not been 
used to the fullest in previous studies.15 In Latvia cultural landscape structures and 
their value were determined between 1995 and 2015 by individual local authorities 
developing their territorial usage plans or their plans for protection of natural features 
and cultural monuments. All of these pilot projects have led to a methodological base 
for the assessment of other similar territories.16 

The concept of cultural landscape is often employed to express the attitude of the 
society towards particularly picturesque scenery, richly endowed with either historical 
or cultural heritage. These places deemed to be the cultural landscape in Latvia are 
important to residents as confirmation of their national sense of belonging and a 
source of their strength.17 Under modern conditions of globalisation when it is pos-
sible to visit famous picturesque and unique places increased attention is being paid to 
the scenery surrounding us in our daily lives. One of the goals of the European Land-
scape Convention is to help protect landscape values important to people as indivi-
duals.18 The exhibition of photographs and the book Latvijas ainava,19  in which photo-
graphers in Latvia together with scholars investigated  the scenery as the stage on 
which unique or ordinary daily events are played out, where  individuals develop to 
such an extent that they become a part of a particular landscape scene. This repre-
sented an approach to appreciating everyday scenery in a personal and unconventional 
way, eschewing the usual views of what constitutes beauty.

The cultural landscape of the Baltic Sea Coast of Latvia

The cultural landscape of the Baltic Sea coast in Latvia can be appreciated over a 
distance of nearly 500 km, with a wide yellow sandy seaside. In places farther from the 
shoreline, it features low lying shallow dunes, covered by transient growths, or rows of 
steeper higher dunes supporting pines, running parallel to the coast line with wetlands 
between rows. Steep portions of the coast line, showing geologic layering and subject 

15 Cimermanis, S. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 7.–9. lpp.
16 The Biosphere reservation of North Kurzeme. Accessible at: http://www.daba.gov.lv/public/lat/iadt/biosferas 

_rezervati1/ziemelvidzemes_biosferas_rezervats/ (site last visited 30.09.2016); Estonian, Latvian & Lithua-
nian environment: European Environment Agency. Accessible at: www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps (site 
last visited 30.09.2016).

17 Melluma, A. Latvijas ainavas: pārdomas par vārdiem, pieejām un praksi. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas 
ainava, 10.–26. lpp.

18 The Law on Ratification by the Republic of Latvia of the European Landscape Convention is found at: http://
www.likumi.lv/doc.php?id=156001 (site last visited 30.09.2016).

19 Latvian landscape. Rīga: Mūsdienu kultūras centrs “KultKom”, 2015.
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to erosion, are found along a part of the 
coastline of the Baltic Sea, in Kurzeme 
and in Vidzeme, and along the eastern 
shoreline of the Gulf of Riga,20 providing 
stretches of dynamic and emotionally 
dramatic scenery. Fields or wet mead-
ows approach the shoreline in several 
places; most of these areas have been 
de clared as protected nature regions, in 
which educational footpaths and infor-
mation centres have been set up over 
the past 10 years. In other places the sea 
has washed away the soil and sandy 
beach, leaving behind fields of smooth 
granite boulders, which attract visitors 
by their unusualness..

Use of the patterns of the sea coast 
has changed considerably over the cen-
turies, as well as the way in which  people 
regard the coastal cultural landscape, 
with associations and emotions chang-
ing from dramatic in the past, to har-
monious today. The cultural landscape 
at the sea coast is closely linked to fish-
ing and to fishermen’s homes sheltering 
from the wind behind the dunes (see 
Fig. 1), transport, ports, and the strug-
gle to cope with blowing sand from the 
dunes. In the case of Jūrmalciems in 
Kurzeme, both the fields to be tilled and 
their homes are enclosed by earthworks 
to stop drifting sand.21 

Military objects of the Soviet Union 
were set up in Kurzeme along the Baltic 
Sea littoral. Access to this region was in-
terdicted, but most of these sites are cur-
rently abandoned territories which are 

gradually being overgrown by forests (see Fig. 2). During the past 20 years the main 
priority of the sea littoral is protection of nature, reducing the load exerted on this re-

20 Eberhards, G., Lapinskis, J. Baltijas jūras Latvijas krasta procesi: atlants = Processes on the Latvian coast of the 
Baltic Sea: atlas. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2008.

21 Stūre, I. Jūrmalciema aizjomu ainavas stāsts: To štrandkrug zvejibas zemnieku landšafts. Rīga: LU Aka dē mis-
kais apgāds, 2009.

Fig. 1. Kurzeme. The Baltic Sea coast near the hamlet of 
Sīkrags, where fishermen’s farms are located scattered 
throughout the level plain behind the line of dunes. Further on, 
there are rows of dunes covered with forests aligned parallel to 
the shoreline with wet-land hollows between the rows. April, 
2005. Photograph by J. Urtāns 

Fig. 2. Kurzeme. A former military site on the Baltic Sea coast 
located between Pāvilosta and Užava. This site is progressively 
reverting to a forest. November, 1999. Photograph by J. Urtāns 



365

gion by recreation and conforming to the needs for pro-
tection of nature. The military legacy is principally of in-
terest to tourists.22 

River estuaries are a riveting piece of scenery along 
the entire length of the coast line, with smaller or larger 
ports and settlements. While the inlets of smaller rivers 
along the coast line change their character, forming ra-
vines, places where sand has been deposited, and places 
where the shore has been eroded, a unique flora is present 
under conditions of ever present changes. The unique 
coastal cultural landscape in Latvia features practically no 
built-up areas along its entire 500 km length, with indi-
vidual objects implanted by a man — lighthouses, port 
buildings including breakwaters, and a few onshore build-
ings —  as occasional accents.23 The littoral, as well as the 
dunes, are protected against future construction.24 

Recreation has dominated use of the sandy beaches 
since the early 20th century onwards — strolling along the 
shore line, sun-bathing, swimming.25 Over the time fish-
ing villages have been largely taken over by holiday mak-
ers, resulting in a number of fishing villages near Riga fu-
sion together at the end of the 19th century to create two 
resort towns, Jūrmala26 and Saulkrasti (see Fig. 3.). Today 
summer cottages continue to be built in coastal villages, 
to such an extent that in terms of density, numbers of 
buildings and architectural design they often clash with 
the cultural and historical structure in these villages, di-
mensions and construction materials of the buildings.27 Other problems abound, for 
example, plantation around these buildings is modern in its composition and can in-
clude exotic plants. Therefore the threat exists of aggressive foreign invasive species 
propagating outside of gardens into the protected area of the dunes. Private property 

22 Balodis, J., Svane, B., Jakunovs, M. Military objects impact on the territorial planning aspects: example of Lat-
vian coastal zone. Regional Studies Association Winter conference. United Kingdom, 2012.

23 Nitavska, N., Kanaviņa, R. The Visual Elements Forming the Identity of the Baltic Sea and Gulf of Riga 
Coastal Landscape. Landscape Architecture and Art. Vol. 1, No. 1, 2012, pp. 48–68.

24 See the Law on Protection Zone, accessible at: http://www.likumi.lv/doc.php?id=42348 (site last visited 
30.09.2016).

25 Bērziņš, E., Brinķis, J., Strautmanis, I. Latvijas piekrastes kultūrvēsturiskā mantojuma telpiskā reģenerācija 
Dundagas novadā. Scientific Journal of Riga Technical University. Architecture and Urban Planning. Vol. 5, 
2011, 154.–157. lpp.; Bērziņš, E., Briņķis, J., Strautmanis, I Spatial Regeneration of Cultural Heritage of 
Latvia’s Coastal Territories in Dundaga Area. Scientific Journal of Riga Technical University. Architecture and 
Urban Planning. Vol. 5, 2011, pp. 99–104.

26 Jūrmala: daba un kultūras mantojums. Rīga: Neputns, 2004. 
27 Bērziņš, E., Brinķis, J., Strautmanis, I. Latvijas piekrastes kultūrvēsturiskā mantojuma telpiskā reģenerācija 

Dundagas novadā, 154.–157. lpp.

Fig. 3. Vidzeme. The littoral of the Gulf of 
Riga at Saulkrasti. This resort town came 
into being as a result of summer homes 
built in fishing hamlets and the creation 
of groups of allotments in forest clearings. 
Some significant areas of forest have been 
kept between the former hamlets. The 
breakwater of the port of Skulte is seen in 
the distance. March, 2015. Photograph by 
J. Urtāns
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rights mean that access to the beach and the sea may be restricted in certain areas. 
This problem is being resolved effectively, for example in the Slītere National Park and 
elsewhere in protected areas, where wooden boardwalks allow access to the beach and 
the sea by crossing above the sand dunes.  City beaches in Liepāja, Ventspils, Saulkrasti, 
Jūrmala, and Riga are progressively being improved and consequently attract more 
people.

Small fishing boats are reappearing at the seashore since coastal fishing was for-
bidden during the Soviet period. As a continuation of the traditions lost elements of 
the cultural landscape — curing fish in special smokehouses, drying fishing nets, new 
wooden boats built atold boat models — are being restored.28 A novel feature of the 
coastal culture scene is the presence of sport fishermen, particularly in autumn when 
they seek to catch plaice. Various forms of sailing in coastal waters have developed 
which also renders views of the sea more attractive. Holidays by the sea have distinc-
tively seasonal characteristics and they are dependent on the weather conditions.  
However, many residents follow a tradition of going to the seashore during storms, to 
see and to feel the power of the wind and the waves, or during the winter, to walk on 
the frozen sea, but in springtime to enjoy the stacks of ice deposited on the beach. An 
eternal value of the cultural landscape at the sea side is enjoying sunsets and looking 
for amber. 

The sea is international and shipping across the Baltic Sea has a long history. The 
cultural landscape at the sea consists of sunken ships, objects thrown into the waters, 
structures along the sea-bottom linked to the coast, fishing gear. Near the coasts of 
Latvia there are dangerous shallows, as well as promontories where graveyards of ships 
can be found..29 The cultural landscape of coastal territories has evolved from hard and 
difficult work at the sea by fishermen and sailors to active and attractive holidaying. 
Between 1995 and 2015 the cultural landscape of the coast was mentioned in territo-
rial planning principally as a resource for the development of tourism and small ports. 
Guidelines for construction relevant to tourism have been developed for buildings in 
coastal territories.30

Rivers, lakes, marshes and wetlands

The visual image is an essential feature of the study of the cultural landscape of 
river valleys. The natural banks of rivers in Latvia are picturesque with rare well-kept 
homes  on them. The principal water ways formerly were travelled by ships and boats, 
used to transport goods, to allow logs to float downstream, and for fishing; now these 
serve largely to generate electricity, for tourism and for recreation. 

28 Programme “Lībieši Latvijā 2008.–2012. gads”.
29 Urtāns, J. Par Latvijas jūras dibena kultūrainavu. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 200.–209. lpp.
30 Bērziņš, E., Brinķis, J., Strautmanis, I. Latvijas piekrastes kultūrvēsturiskā mantojuma telpiskā reģenerācija 

Dundagas novadā, 154.–159. lpp.; Bērziņš, E., Brinķis, J., Strautmanis, I. Spatial Regeneration of Cultural 
Heritage of Latvia’s Coastal Territories in Dundaga Area. Scientific Journal of Riga Technical University. Archi-
tecture and Urban Planning, pp. 99–104.
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The cultural landscape of the Dau-
gava, the largest river in Latvia com-
prises three parallel spatial structures: 
the river itself and the roads along both 
its banks.31 There are three stretches 
of the Daugava where the river valley 
has been drowned by a water reservoir 
feeding a hydro-electric power station, 
this way destroying a number of signif-
icant cultural monuments and natural 
features; the construction of the fourth 
dam was halted in 1987, thus, saving the 
scenic meanders of the Upper Daugava 
and associated territory, above Dau-
gavpils.32 When compared with other 
stretches along the river, people have 
the opportunity to observe the monu-
mental nature of the river as it passes 
through the valley mentioned, this 
determined by the landform of the val-
ley, changes in relative height which can 
range from a few metres to 40 metres 
above the river,33 meander of the river course and the presence of a forest (see Fig. 4). 

In Vidzeme the Gauja River is one of the most beautiful assets of nature, with its 
characteristic bends, flood-plains, sandy shallows, slopes and uncovered sandstone 
face, which taken together produce an unforgettable scenery. Older individuals re-
call the time when the banks of the bays along the Gauja were not covered with for-
ests. Old maps, photographs and paintings show more open bends of the river, 
where hay was collected from meadows and cattle was pastured, with occasionally 
scattered tall trees rather giving an impression of parkland. This unique type of cul-
tural landscape has been appreciated in Europe, adjudging it the status of a protected 
habitat. From 2011 onwards, natural meadows have been renewed in Gauja National 
Park which is a part of the sustainable and biologically diverse aspect of our cultural 
landscapes.34

Scenery involving medium-sized rivers provide for greater aesthetic appreciation. 
Similar to the case for the Daugava River, the cultural and historical landscape of the 
Abava river valley in Kurzeme is dominated by terrace-like river banks with evidence 

31 Urtāne, M. Daugavas ielejas ainava Austrumlatvijas zemienē (upe un ceļi). Daugavas raksti. No Daugavpils 
līdz Pļaviņām. Rīga: Latvijas Kultūras fonds, 2000, 163.–170. lpp.

32 Западная Двина – Даугава: река и время. Минск: Белорусская наука, 2006.
33 Vilciņš, J. Daugavas ainava. Priekšlikumi upju ainavu estētiskai vērtēšanai. Daugavas raksti. No Aizkraukles 

līdz Rīgai. Rīga: Zinātne, 1991, 101.–113. lpp.
34 The renewal of the forest habitat in Gauja National Park see: http://nat-programme.daba.gov.lv/ upload/File/

Janis%20Andrusaitis_FOR-REST.pdf (site last visited 30.09.2016).

Fig. 4. Upper Latvia. The meander segment of the Daugava 
River near Krāslava. The cultural landscape of the Daugava 
River comprises three parallel types of scenery: the river itself, 
and the roads on both river banks. The monumental aspect 
of the upper reaches of the Daugava in comparison with 
other stretches of the river is determined by the form of the 
valley and the presence of a forest. May, 1999. Photograph by 
J. Urtāns
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for ancient forms of management in the 
form of clusters of archaeological sites.35 
The appearance of small rivers gradually 
took on a very similar form from 1945 
to 2015, with useful flood plains being 
abandoned either as pastures or for 
grow ing hay, with a rare summer cottage 
with a riverside lawn and footbridge to 
draw water. Over time trees grew along 
the banks, fell into the stream changing 
its character as did beavers with their 
dams (see Fig 5). Other small rivers were 
straightened and looked like ditches as a 
result of land reclamation. Some time 
ago the meanders of the River Slampe 
were restored in Ķemeri National Park 
to replace the river which had been 
straightened during land reclamation.36 

Up until the 1990s, people had apparently been uninterested by the aesthetic and 
ecological value of rivers as farms and industrial facilities had polluted lake and river 
waters. Closing down production units, introducing new technologies, modernising 
waste water treatment facilities, control measures of agricultural pollution  and the 
abilities of rivers to regenerate themselves have progressively improved the water-
quality in lakes and rivers of Latvia. Renewal of the cultural landscape of rivers is oc-
curring throughout Latvia with a range of measures implemented, such as renewing 
spawning grounds for salmon, adding to fish stocks, clearing trees from rivers used for 
water tourism, making new nature footpaths, viewpoints, and recreation areas on the 
banks of rivers.37

The largest number of lakes is found in Eastern Latvia, in Latgale, which is known 
as The Land of Blue Lakes — it is unimaginable to look out from a hill top and not see a 
blue lake in the valley, with houses along its shore (see Fig. 6).38 The cultural landscape 
of lakes varies; it is influenced by the development stage of the lake, its size, the extent 
of human habitation along its shores. Every lake has a distinctive character, for exam-
ple the labyrinth of reeds growing in Lake Kaņieris located within Ķemeri National 
Park, and the picturesque, deep and river-like Lake Valgums, with its high forested 
shores. Grazing grounds for wild cattle and wild horses are more and more often laid 

35 Urtane, M. The Abava valley: archaeological heritage and landscape planning in Latvia. Europe’s Cultural 
Landscape: Archaeologists and Management of Change. Fairclough, G., Rippon, S. (eds.). Brussels: EAC, 
2002, pp. 157–161.

36 Landscapes. Accessible at: www.kemerunacionalaisparks.lv (site last visited 30.09.2016).
37 Pašreizējā prakse sabiedrības iesaistīšanā upju baseinu apsaimniekošanā. Rīga: Pasaules Dabas fonds, 2003.
38 Rāznas nacionālā parka ainavu ekoloģiskais plāns. Rīga:  SIA Estonian, Latvian & Lithuanian Environment, 

2009. Accessible at: http://www.daba.gov.lv/upload/File/DAPi_apstiprin/NP_Raznas_AEP.pdf (site last 
 vi sit ed 30.09.2016).

Fig. 5. Vidzeme. The meander of Svētupe with meadows 
and farmsteads along its banks. April, 2014. Photograph by 
J. Urtāns
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out to renew the former cultural land-
scape of rivers and lakes within Pro-
tected Nature Territories.

The scenery of the high marshes 
with marsh pines and a labyrinth of 
small lakes seen from the boardwalks of 
Great Ķemeri Heath is unique (see 
Fig.  7). The policy on landscapes fol-
lowed by Ķemeri National Park, whose 
principal value consists of marshes, has 
been formulated as the preservation of 
valuable natural scenery and cultural 
landscapes, at the same time restoring 
degraded areas.39 The visitors may see a 
variety of vistas from sanitary clear cuts 
featuring views of lakes and marshes. It 
is also possible to observe the restora-
tion of wetlands in many parts of Latvia, 
one of the largest undertakings being 
restoration of the wetlands around Lake 
Lubāns.

Forest cultural landscapes

In the absence of human activities 
forests would naturally cover the entire 
territory of Latvia. Presently forests 
cover 60% of the territory of the state. 
Conifers predominate — pine forests 
on poorer soils, and spruce trees which 
grow on wetter and better soils. Deci-
duous trees are mostly found in the southern areas of Latvia and along river, with 
rapidly growing species such as birch, alders, and willows. The cultural landscape of 
Latvia is unimaginable without a forest, if not close by, then definitely seen some-
where in the distance (see Fig. 8). The overabundance and imminence of forests and 
marshes was mentioned already in written records of the Middle Ages.40 Modern day 
travellers also note in regard to Kurzeme “the presence of forests which is quite 
power fully felt”.41

39 Integrated coastal zone management plan: Engure/Kemeri demonstration area, Latvia. Rīga: Latvijas Dabas 
fonds, 2000.

40 Boruks, A. Zemnieks, zeme un zemkopība Latvijā. Rīga: Izdevniecība “Grāmatvedis”, 1995.
41 Kofmans, Ž. P. Tālā atgriešanās. Rīgas Laiks, Nr. 6, 2010, 56.–63. lpp.

Fig. 6. Latgale. Lake Sekļi with a single farmstead at its shore. 
May, 2005. Photograph by J. Urtāns

Fig. 7. Zemgale. Central area of the marsh at Ķemeri with 
many small lakes. November, 2002. Photograph by J. Urtāns
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Forests began to be part of cultural land-
scapes in the 18th century when the demand 
for wood grew, which, in turn laid the basis 
for certain regulations on the use of forests. 
Already before that, on 29 August 1664, a law 
was adopted by the Swedish government 
about fruit-bearing trees and bushes, intended 
to preserve the most important species of 
commercially useful trees — oaks, common 
hornbeams, apple trees, rowans, and bird-
cherry trees.42 This document possibly may 
have led to the tradition of preserving useful 
trees and apple trees. Since the 19th century, 
forest management has been carried out based 
on forest planning which foresaw sustainable 
long-term harvesting of timber.43 Western 
Euro pean innovations were introduced in for-
ested areas, as well as elsewhere in the econ-

omy of manors, and alien trees were planted, for example, larches and Weymouth 
pines. 

There are three types of forest in the cultural landscape of today: in the first in-
stance they are large forests in the western and north eastern part of the country. For 
these only the age structure of the forest changes over distances of 80 km. Another 
type consists of a mosaic of forest segments and cultivated land surrounding settled 
places which are observed in the context of a hilly landscape. The third type consists of 
cultivated farmland and marsh land, where forest is only seen as a distant horizontal 
line together with small clumps of valuable trees planted adjacent to farmsteads — 
oaks and ash or rapidly growing birch groves, or forests developed in damp areas and 
on steep river banks. 

Until the early 20th century, cutting trees took place selectively; as a result large ter-
ritories contained tree stands of various age separated by a few scattered wood stands. 
Clearances with well-defined extent dominated in later periods, with new trees planted 
in their place. In the 1990s, the contours of forested areas took on sharp borders. The 
widths of clear cutting and felling sites increased after 1990, while, thanks to changes 
in legal provisions, clearances appeared in areas where felling of trees had been re-
stricted.44 In the past decades the changes in management of state and privately-owned 
forests often have perturbed local residents as well as those who pursue recreational 
activities in forests. Clearings in an old and magnificent landscape provide a contrast-
ing influence with a negative emotional flavour. However, new well-tended tree 

42 Zunde, M. Mežainuma un koku sugu sastāva pārmaiņu dinamika un to galvenie ietekmējošie faktori Latvi-
jas teritorijā. Latvijas mežu vēsture līdz 1940. gadam. Rīga: [Pasaules Dabas fonds], 163. lpp. Melluma, A., 
Leinerte, M. Ainava un cilvēks. Rīga: Avots, 1992.

43 Lūkins, M. Par meža kultūrainavu. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 165.–174. lpp.
44 Ibid., 165.–174. lpp.

Fig. 8. Vidzeme. The forest structure at Brīdagsils. 
Conifers predominate: pines and spruces.  Birches, 
alders, and willows were the first types of tree to grow 
here. March, 2015. Photograph by J. Urtāns
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growths based on quality seedlings, 
lead to positive emotions when observ-
ing the resulting scenery. Forests in Lat-
via suffer significant damage due to 
high winds and heavy snow, as well as 
due to forest fires, and mitigation of this 
damage is noted as a specific period in 
forest exploitation in Latvia.45 

Forests are a valuable resource for 
maintaining the physical and spiritual 
well-being of people, as well as useful 
for study and for hunting. Well-
equipped nature trails for walks and ac-
tive recreation have joined up gathering 
berries and collecting mushrooms in 
summers and skiing in winter. Runners 
and cyclists, as well as skiers during 
winter are increasingly making use of 
marked paths in forests in Latvia. A rel-
atively new form of forest management 
is declaring separate segments of a forest to be protected, this process being set into 
motion by Latvian national commitments to respect provisions of a number of inter-
national acts.46 As a result, the landscape of forests is marked by areas with different 
possible development scenarios: with undisturbed ecosystem processes, or with a 
well-defined manner and degree of intervention, contrasting with hitherto practised 
landscape structure transformation.47 

Significant elements contributing to the cultural landscape of Latvia are individual 
stands of trees (groves), which were often planted in rectangular areas, as well as large, 
old solitary trees, which were preserved or replanted over generations, or have been 
newly planted contributing both to forest landscape, and that of the countryside. Old 
trees, mostly oaks and lindens are splendid and magnificent parts of the cultural land-
scape, they are emotionally inspirational, and many of them have symbolic, cultural 
and historical or mythological significance (see Fig. 9). The centuries-old tradition of 
planting trees near homes is alive, too. For example, an oak tree is planted in the court 
yard for a son, and a linden tree, for a daughter. 

The tradition of planting avenues of trees is widespread throughout Latvia. The 
oldest examples of these are associated with the cultural landscapes of manors (oaks, 
linden trees, chestnut trees, larches, and in damp areas — avenues of willows) (see 
Fig. 10). Many avenues were planted around 1930 and around 1950 alongside roads. At 

45 Meža izmantošana Latvijā: vēsture, stāvoklis, perspektīvas. Saliņš, Z. (sast.). Jelgava: LLU Meža izmantošanas 
katedra, 1999, 60. lpp.

46 Melluma, A. Ainavu politikas veidošana Latvijā: situācija, problēmas, iespējas. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas 
Vēstis. A daļa, 63. sēj., Nr. 5/6, 2009, 52.–74. lpp.

47 Lūkins, M. Par meža kultūrainavu. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 170. lpp.

Fig. 9. Upper Latvia. Typical elements of the cultural landscape 
are isolated trees which have been tended from generation 
to generation, both within forests or free standing in fields. 
These trees, oak and linden trees are splendid and majestic 
dominants. September, 2007. Photograph by J. Urtāns
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that time mostly rapidly growing birch 
trees, linden trees and apple trees were 
planted. There is a distinct concentra-
tion of avenues in the cultural landscape 
of Northern Vidzeme. Recognizing the 
important place of avenues in the cul-
tural landscape of Latvia a list of pro-
tected avenues has been approved.48 A 
new trend has been observed today in 
the planting of avenues of trees leading 
to farm houses; for example, in Zemgale 
these form a different landscape struc-
ture resulting in fragmentation of the 
monumental and harmonic cultural 
landscape of agricultural plains of 
 Zemgale.

In improving and creating large 
areas of arable land large trees and small 
stands of trees were kept as landscape 

elements both for ecological and aesthetic reasons, and these often turned out to mark 
places where houses were demolished. Today — in terms of landscape ecology — these 
guarantee sustainable existence of the environment and ensure an  ecological network 
encompassing large territories.

Rural cultural landscapes 

Rural cultural landscapes have been formed differently in each of the different cul-
tural and historical districts of Latvia. New farmsteads appeared as a result of the 
agrarian reform splitting up manor estates in Vidzeme, Zemgale and Kurzeme. A 
dense cover of farmsteads appeared in Latgale, thereby lessening the significance of 
village centres.49 The contemporary rural cultural landscape still shows traces of the 
agrarian reform of the 1920s in shape of the buildings, roads, trees planted and the 
lands of estate centres from that period. Changes in the structure of rural cultural 
landscape are related to the Soviet period — with extensive land reclamation, liquida-
tion of individual farmsteads and creation of hamlets. Deportation of local residents, 
massive influx of foreigners into Latvia farming conditions which were alien to Latvian 
farmers during the 1940s–1950s largely devalued the work ethic, people’s attitude to 
cultivating the land and cultured type of farming. This also was one of the reasons why 

48 See the regulations on protected tree avenues, accessible at: www.likumi.lv/doc.phd?id=123129 (site last 
visited 30.09.2016).

49 Melluma, A., Lūkins, M. Dabas parks Daugavas loki: ainava un laiki. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 
81. lpp.

Fig. 10. Vidzeme. Manor at Skulte. The trees were planted on 
either side of roads leading to the centre of the manor. April, 
2014. Photograph by J. Urtāns



373

essential changes occurred in the cul-
tural landscape of Latvia.50 The result of 
the ideological landscape during the 
Soviet occupation period was simple, 
visually and ecologically poor landscape 
structures, ones which substantially re-
duced the traditional rural cultural her-
itage. The appearance of hamlets of 
standardised buildings made of stan-
dard materials led to the loss of unique 
features and identity in the cultural 
landscape.51 

In districts where the agrarian re-
form or the subsequent comprehensive 
land reclamation campaigns did not 
take place the spatial structure has sur-
vived reflecting the period of land pur-
chase during the second half of the 19th 
century.52 Places in Latvia have survived 
where the cultural landscape features unique sights of agricultural activities, such as 
the regions in Latgale where land was divided by strip fields53 and Jūrmalciems located 
in a glade between sand dunes near the coast of Southern Kurzeme.54 The historical 
 elements of agriculture as found in forest landscape — plough-marks, ditches, piles 
and rows of stones collected from fields — can survive and appear in conserved and 
protected form.55 In areas where no large fields were created during the 1970s and 
1980s traces may be found of former habitations:  foundations, fruit trees, an occa-
sional linden tree, maple tree, oak tree alongside with nettles, and fields of gorse and 
scrubs.56 

More open and distinctive agricultural fields are a characteristic of the cultural 
landscape of Zemgale (see Fig. 11) and large areas of drained land in other plains of 
Latvia. During the 1990s, these large areas of cultivated land in the rural landscape 
lite rally shrank. Their place was often taken by underbrush and abandoned buildings. 
A certain renewal of agricultural lands has become visible in these territories during 

50 Seile, A. Zemes reforma — jaunu sociālekonomisko attiecību un kultūrainavas veidošanas pamats. 
Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 30. lpp.; National Environmental Policy Plan for Latvia. Riga: Minis-
try of Environmental Protection and Regional Development, 1995.

51 Bell, S.  Landscape pattern, perception and process. London: Routledge, 2012, p. 276.
52 Melluma, A. Latvijas ainavas: pārdomas par vārdiem, pieejām un praksi. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas 

ainava, 20. lpp.
53 Zariņa, A., Liepiņš, I. Ainavas lasīšana: pa senās kultūras pēdām Latgalē. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. 

A daļa, 63. sēj., Nr. 5/6, 2009, 75.–98. lpp.
54 Stūre, I. Jūrmalciema aizjomu ainavas stāsts: To štrandkrug zvejibas zemnieku landšafts, 112. lpp.
55 Lūkins, M. Par meža kultūrainavu. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 172. lpp.
56 Niedre, U. Latvijas 20. gadsimta 20. gadu agrārā reforma Vidzemes kultūrainavā. Kultūrvēstures avoti un 

Latvijas ainava, 45.–72. lpp.

Fig. 11. Zemgale. Contemporary rectangular fields where high-
value arable land predominates. A wind-break and garden 
surround farmstead buildings. October, 2008. Photograph by 
J. Urtāns
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the past decade, wherewith open land-
scapes again start to take their place in 
the agrarian cultural landscape.  It may 
be said that a circular development is 
taking place over time, although this 
process is not the same everywhere.57  

Hamlets of collective farms created 
during the Soviet period also feature in 
the contemporary cultural landscape, as 
do cattle barns, kilns, mechanical work-
shops, and other manufacturing units. 
Many directors of farms and worker 
groups invested considerable effort and 
resources in creating and maintain-
ing manufacturing facilities and settled 
places.58 Some of these have continued 
to develop after the restoration of inde-
pendence, while others have been aban-

doned and have already become ruins, overgrown with trees. There is a substantial 
number of unfinished or abandoned apartment buildings and public buildings in 
rural areas. Foreign researchers show interest in the transformation of the Soviet cul-
tural landscape.59 Some of these territories have been left unattended after the restitu-
tion of private property rights during the 1990s and are being overgrown with trees; 
the structure of rural landscape is as varied as during the time of the kolkhozes, but 
has not returned to the pre-Soviet landscape, where almost every possible area was 
farmed.

The presence of open spaces is crucial to preservation of the cultural landscape of 
Latvia — preventing arable land to become overgrown by underbrush (see Fig. 12). 
This can be achieved both by continuing with traditional land use — ploughing, har-
vesting, and  using the land as pasture, as well as giving over areas for grazing by her-
bivorous wildlife. 

Agrarian cultural landscapes are dynamic, tending to follow the seasonal rhythm 
of activities from dark brown arable land to a greensward and then — a yellow field of 
crops, while activities change from grain farming to growing fruits or raising cattle. 
Changes in priorities from raising grain to farming energy-intense crops have im-
pacted the rural cultural landscape of Latvia in that highly visible yellow fields of 

57 Melluma, A. Metamorphoses of Latvian landscapes during fifty years of soviet rule. GeoJournal. Vol. 33, 
No. 1, 1994, pp. 55–62; Melluma, A., Lūkins, M. Dabas parks Daugavas loki: ainava un laiki. Kultūrvēstures 
avoti un Latvijas ainava, 81. lpp.

58 Seile, A. Zemes reforma — jaunu sociālekonomisko attiecību un kultūrainavas veidošanas pamats. Kultūr-
vēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 27.–44. lpp.

59 Bell, S. Landscape pattern, perception and process, p. 277; New Cultural Landscapes. Roe, M., Taylot, K. (eds.). 
London: Routlege, 2014; Stubbs, J. H., Makaš, E. G. Architectural Conversation in Europe and the Americas: 
national experiences and practices. New Jersey: Wiley, 2011, pp. 194–198. 

Fig. 12. Kurzeme. Meadows overgrown with trees alongside 
the Durbe River. May, 2011. Photograph by J. Urtāns



375

oilseed rape have appeared, while 
grass lands have changed from support-
ing milk production to supporting 
herds of cattle. Diversity is present in 
rural cultural landscapes. This is pro-
vided by biological farms, herds of 
sheep and goats, plant nurseries, or-
chards of fruits and berries (see 
Fig.  13), enclosures for raising deer, 
and rural tourism facilities. Large 
farms, with garages for farm machinery 
and hangars, together with grain dry-
ing facilities, modern production units, 
and adjacent extensive arable lands or 
grasslands are new important landscape 
features. However, continuing Latvian 
cultural landscape traditions there are 
decorative gardens adjacent to buildings, as well as fruit orchards, a green field and 
pond, avenues of trees are being planted, new wind and noise screens erected supple-
mented with earthworks.  

Farmsteads 

Farmsteads consisting of a house and a number of out-buildings, a garden and 
several hectares of land is the most typical and widely-spread form of human settle-
ment in Latvia. Farmsteads were usually located at some distance from one another or 
several together forming a group.60 Farmsteads provide an accent in the cultural land-
scape of Latvia, a focus, which depends on the scale and nature of the surrounding 
landscape. The traditional Latvian farmstead has been included in the cultural canon 
of Latvia.61 An example of all of the different types of ethnographic farmstead found 
on the territory of Latvia  can be seen not only at the Ethnographic Open-Air Mu-
seum of Latvia located in Riga, but elsewhere in Latvia where museum collections of 
items of regional specificity are on display together with examples of local traditional 
buildings.  

The farmsteads of Latvia may be categorised to be one of three types: 
1) old farmsteads (see Fig. 14), which were set up before the First World War; 
2) new farmsteads resulting from the agrarian reform; 

60 Kundziņš, P. Latvju sēta. Stokholma: Daugava, 1974; Urtāne, M., Eglīte, I., Jankevica, M., Kiesnere, I., 
Legzdiņa, Z., Rusiņa, I., Trimalniece, A., Tumova, I. Lauku sētu ainavu un dārzu veidošanas tradīciju iz-
zināšana Slates sila apkārtnē. Slate un Slates sils: folklora un arheoloģija. Rīga: Nordik, 2013, 113.–135. lpp.

61 Culture Canon of Latvia. Accessible at: http://www.kulturaskanons.lv/lv/1/ (site last visited 27.10.2016).

Fig. 13. Kurzeme. Kurmale. New orchards and farmsteads. 
April, 2002. Photograph by J. Urtāns 
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3) farmsteads, which have appeared 
after 1990.62 
Old farmsteads typically consist of 

many buildings with several courtyards. 
For example, in a farmstead located in 
Upper Latvia (a well-defined region 
within the district of Zemgale) in the 
vicinity of the pine forest at Slate four 
birch trees have been planted beside 
barns and central courtyard alongside 
an oval road leading to the farmstead 
and there is a row of maple trees along 
the open side of the courtyard.63 

A new farmstead had a holding of 
15-20 ha of land, with a house, cowshed, 
granary, a threshing barn for crops with 
a kiln, and a bathhouse. The buildings 
enclosed a rectangular courtyard; the 
house, cowshed and granary with a 
 storage cellar were located around the 
courtyard. There was a well in the centre 
of the courtyard, with or without a faci-
lity to keep milk cool — a milk box. 
These layouts always included provision 
for flower and fruit gardens, and a bee 
apiary on the south of the house64 (see 
Fig. 15).

During the Soviet period of forced 
collectivisation farmsteads were de-
clared to be a remnant of capitalism and 
people living there were encouraged to 
move to newly-built tenement blocks 
built in kolkhoz hamlets. Then as now, 
people sought to live in a home in the 
country, not in a tenement flat of a 

hamlet, and both urban and rural residents feel a need to preserve the basic elements 
of the rural cultural landscape: farmsteads, tree avenues, great trees, distant views to-

62 Seile, A. Zemes reforma — jaunu sociālekonomisko attiecību un kultūrainavas veidošanas pamats. Kultūr-
vēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 27.–44. lpp.

63 Urtāne, M., Eglīte, I., Jankevica, M., Kiesnere, I., Legzdiņa, Z., Rusiņa, I., Trimalniece, A., Tumova, I. Lauku 
sētu ainavu un dārzu veidošanas tradīciju izzināšana Slates sila apkārtnē. Slate un Slates sils: folklora un 
arheoloģija, 113.–135. lpp.

64 Niedre, U. Latvijas 20. gadsimta 20. gadu agrārā reforma Vidzemes kultūrainavā. Kultūrvēstures avoti un 
Lat vijas ainava, 45.–72. lpp.

Fig. 14. Vidzeme. An old farmstead sited at the brow of a hill 
where the farmed land is surrounded by forest. The memorial 
house-museum Braki of the writer Rūdolfs Blaumanis. During 
the Soviet period a recreation centre was built adjacent to it. 
April, 2004. Photograph by J. Urtāns

Fig. 15. Latgale. A farmstead created in the 1930s, sited amidst 
agricultural land in the district of Krustpils. May, 1999. 
Photograph by J. Urtāns
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wards the surroundings, a nest of a stork.65 Circular developments appear to be taking 
place in the rural culture landscape, for example, the transformation manor forest land 
into arable land accompanied by building in the 1920s, while, in 2015, the buildings of 
former homesteads have collapsed, a forest has again taken over the courtyard, garden, 
and fields, and elements of the former cultural landscape can only be deciphered with 
the help of good knowledge of history.66 

The old villages and groups of farmsteads which have survived in the nature may 
be regarded as a unique phenomenon, one that up to now has not been recognised al-
though it is a comprehensive and multi-faceted part of cultural history. Study of old 
maps and observations of clusters of farmsteads, groups of old farmsteads are identi-
fied with 2 to 10 farmsteads sited 100–500 metres apart. These clusters were located on 
the banks of a river with easy communication between adjacent farmsteads, with 
courtyards or gardens touching one another, with direct line of sight from one house 
to another.67

Formation and changes in cultural landscapes are associated with the presence of 
specific creative personalities. For example, the apple tree gained the status of being an 
example of Latvian flora in the creative works by writers and painters during the 20th 
century, a symbol for owning a home, independence and prosperity, testifying to the 
fact that the same fruit grows in the garden of a peasant as grows in the garden of a 
noble in his manor. Latvian plants act within a cultural landscape as symbols of the 
homeland, of home, of family, and in the same way as folk songs, were particularly im-
portant at the beginning of formation of the nation.68 Take for example, a description 
of the richness of a garden: “Pale red roses are in front of the window, alongside the 
wall there are full bodied dahlias and asters, and a leafy southernwood at the end of 
the house.” Gardens do not serve for survival in a material sense, but garden trees, 
decorative shrubs, and flowers symbolise social independence,  self-support, the desire 
to have one’s own garden to tend, which would provide flowers in spring, shade in the 
summer, and fruit in the autumn.69 The cultural landscape of farmsteads formed over 
the centuries, with only a few small additions, can be seen in memorial houses-muse-
ums. There one can observe how traditions, people’s relationship with nature, and 
mentality have been created.70

65 Nikodemus, O., Bell, S., Grīne, I., Liepiņš, I. The impact of economic, social and political factors on the 
landscape structure of the Vidzeme Uplands in Latvia. Landscape and Urban Planning. Vol. 70, No. 1/2, 
2005, pp. 56–67.; Bell, S., Penēze, Z., Nikodemus, O., Montarzino, A., Grīne, I.  The value of Latvian rural 
landscape. European Landscapes and Lifestyles: the Mediterranian and beyond. Lisbon: Edições Universitárias 
Lusófonas, 2007, pp. 347–362.

66 Niedre, U. Iršu dārzs: vēstījums par vidzemnieka Augusta Pakalna mūža laiku un darbiem. Rīga: Latvijas 
enciklopēdija; Latvijas Etnogrāfiskais brīvdabas muzejs, 1993.

67 Janelis, I. M. Par latviešu ciemu laikā un ainavā. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 108.–125. lpp.
68 Roze, D. Some Plants as a Sign of the Latvian Identity. Balkan and Baltic States in United Europe: Histories, 

Religions and Cultures. Sofia: Bulgarian Academy of Sciences Institute of Folklore Studies, 2010, pp. 132–141; 
Roze, D. Jānis Jaunsudrabiņš: folklora, daba un dārzs kā latviskās identitātes zīmes. Letonika. Nr. 21, 2011, 
157. lpp.

69 Jaunsudrabiņš, J. Mana dzīve. Kopoti raksti. 15. sēj. Rīga: Liesma, 1985, 345. lpp.
70 Zilgalvis, J. The cultural environment and personalities. Landscape Architecture and Art. Vol. 7, 2015, 

pp. 23–28.
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The cultural landscape of estate centres

Estate centres, right after cities, were in their time the most important places for 
living and working. The land surrounding manors in Kurzeme were worked by the 
serfs, but old farmsteads were located further afield the title to which was gradually 
acquired by their residents. In Latgale manor centres dominated with villages in the 
neighbourhood between which there might be some isolated farms, as well.71 In Zem-
gale the large manor estates are an intrinsic part of the cultural historical legacy, and 
dominate the agrarian regions. How manor buildings were transformed over time de-
pended on political ideology, economic development of the region, current ownership 
and use, as well as the specific characteristics of their surroundings.72 These cultural 
and historical objects are visually and functionally significant elements of the contem-
porary landscape as they are linked to key natural features (rivers or lakes). For exam-
ple, the cultural historical layouts of manorial complexes on the banks of the Gauja 
River had in common emphasising features of the Gauja River valley which are now 
lost due to overgrowth by trees but which are being purposefully restored. The manor 
houses and churches are outstanding examples of art and architecture, whose artistic 
worth is accentuated by forms, style and content typical of the highest circles of Euro-
pean aristocracy.73 

The cultural landscape of manors has changed many times — initially as private 
homes and centres of production, then as art collections, and later — as rest and enter-
tainment centres when their parks came to have significance. Essential changes in the 
cultural landscape of estates resulted from the agrarian reform of the 1920s, when their 
land was apportioned to new farmsteads, with some of these sited in open areas of 
manor parks, while the manor buildings themselves became schools, with a large part 
of their park transformed into a sports stadium. During the Soviet period, many of the 
buildings of a manorial estate became a part of a kolkhoz hamlet, with new serial style 
multi-flat tenements being erected, as well as individual houses and buildings for pro-
duction units, both in the park area and elsewhere close by (see Fig. 16). In some cases 
the layout of the estate including its park was kept, but in other instances the new con-
struction completely degraded the historical layout and landscape.74 For example, in 
Kurzeme, the Dzērve estate complex, a manor house and a park, is located in the midst 
of arable land, with farmsteads scattered around it. Today, the manor itself houses a 
school, and cultural historical values are carefully preserved. The ensemble still domi-
nates in the open country landscape. During the period in question, manor and park 

71 Melluma, A., Lūkins, M. Dabas parks “Daugavas loki”: ainava un laiki. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas 
ainava, 73.–107. lpp.

72 Dreija, K. Development opportunities of Latvian Historical Parks. Example of Kurzeme. Science: Future of 
Lituania. Vol. 3, Issue 3, 2011, pp. 45–52; Ziemeļniece, A. Restoration and Preservation of the Identity of 
Historical Cultural Landscape. RTU Zinātniskie raksti. 10. sērija. Arhitektūra un pilsētplānošana. 5. sēj., 2011, 
66.–69. lpp.

73 Sparitis, O. Beziehungen zwischen der Familie von Behr und dem Hof von Rudolf II und deren Auswirkun-
gen auf die Kultur Kurlands. Landscape Architecture and Art. Vol. 6, No. 6, 2015, S. 27–36.

74 Lancmanis, I. Muižu centri Latvijas mūsdienu kultūrainavā. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 291.–
305. lpp.
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ensembles were also used as museums, 
hotels, and private homes. One can also 
find abandoned, uninhabited buildings 
falling into ruin, together with over-
grown parks and ponds. In many cases 
manor houses have been destroyed, 
with the park remaining, which today 
looks rather like a forest, while the 
shape and colour of rare tree species, 
the texture of leaves and their colour 
impart a dominating presence in the 
surrounding cultural landscape. 

Studies have shown that castle and 
manor house ensembles which are re-
cognised as cultural monuments of na-
tional significance, but which are cur-
rently degraded and functionally inert, 
have great potential for development in 
the contemporary cultural landscape.75  
Today the territory of many estate cen-
tres cannot any longer be regarded as a united whole. The unified functional aspect of 
a complex wherein the garden was a symbol of paradise was destroyed with the 
break-up of manorial land at the beginning of the 20th century. When today property 
rights have been restored to estate centres there is insufficient ability or knowledge of 
how to regain this lost unity.76  “The cultural landscape of the rural areas of Latvia was 
subjected to irreversible deformation over the course of the 20th century. Only the nat-
ural green features of scenery in Latvia are still able partially to integrate the work of 
those individuals who, in place of balanced cultural landscape have come to insert in-
compatible and ugly elements in it.”77 

Other buildings associated with manors with local importance include churches, 
mills, inns, schools, cultural centres, etc. When describing the role played by churches 
in the cultural landscape of Latvia a mention has to be made that a church as a spiritual 
values landmark is visible from afar in rural landscapes and also rises above city build-
ings. For example, the church tower at Lauciena is visible from a distance of four to 
five kilometres. In cities the red brick body of the church stands out as a dominating, 
stable value of urban development.78 Very often this vertical emphasis adds to the 

75 Dreija, K. Latvijas vēsturiskie dārzi un parki mūsdienu lauku ainavā: promocijas darba kopsavilkums. Jel-
gava: LLU, LIF, 2013.

76 Janelis, I. M. Latvijas muižu dārzi un parki. Rīga: Neputns, 2010, 304. lpp.
77 Lancmanis, I. Muižu centri Latvijas mūsdienu kultūrainavā. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 291.–

305. lpp.
78 Spārītis, O. Latvijas kristīgās sakrālās kultūrainavas veidošanās. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 

306.–345. lpp.

Fig. 16. Upper Latvia. Zasa Manor and park, a system of ponds 
and a former kolkhoz settlement, with a multi-story tenement 
house and outbuildings. A school is located in the Manor 
House. September, 2007. Photograph by J. Urtāns
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 location of the church on a raised  feature 
in the landscape.79 Catholic churches are 
important dominant features of the cul-
tural landscape of Latgale, both visually 
and mentally (see Fig.  17). The cult of 
tending graves is particularly important 
for Latvians and a cemetery is a symbol 
of belonging to a particular place.80 
Cemeteries may be found close by 
churches, while other places later were 
allocated for them. All traditional Lat-
vian cemeteries are somehow a combi-
nation between a garden, a park, and a 
forest.

There are practically no water-mills 
evident in the cultural landscape, their 
presence mostly signalled by reflections 
from the water of the mill-pond and 
how close these are to roads since terri-
tories are associated with the location 

of water courses which typically are located in depressions in ground level.81 Scenery 
involving churches and water-mills are unique in their associations and the impres-
sion that people have of churches and water-mills in cultural landscapes are largely 
 canonised.82 

Urban cultural landscapes

The historical centre of Kuldīga, located in the Venta river valley, is one of the 
most beautiful historical towns of Latvia. It forms a harmonious cultural landscape to 
be preserved, one where the urban environment created by man is united with nature. 
The layout of streets and their appearance have been carefully preserved and formed 
following the style of the early 20th century. It is a challenge for any landscape archi-
tect, and artist to continue following this style employing modern materials and 
 technologies.83  

79 Markova, M.  Latgales dievnamu ainava: promocijas darba kopsavilkums. Jelgava: LLU, LIF, 2014.
80 Jaunsudrabiņš, J. Mana dzīve. Kopoti raksti. 15. sēj. Rīga: Liesma, 1985, 165. lpp.
81 Lazdane, L. Watermills and a small-scale Hydroelectric Power Plant Landscapes Assessed According to Eco-

logical Aspects. Science — future of Lithuania: K. Šešelgis Readings — 2013. Vol. 5. No. 3, 2013, pp. 266–274. 
82 Lazdane, L., Markova, M., Ziemelniece, A. Regional Structures of Culturally-Historical Landscape objects 

Availability in Latgale Upland Area. Civil Engineering 13 International Scientific Conference Proceedings. Jel-
gava: LLU, LIF, Vol. 4, 2013, pp. 272–282.

83 Jakobsone, J. Planning Instruments for Conservation of Cultural Heritage of Kuldīga. RTU Zinātniskie raksti 
10 sēj. Arhitektūra un pilsētplānošana. 5. sēj., 55.–57. lpp.

Fig. 17. Latgale. The Roman Catholic Church at Pilda. The 
church is surrounded by an old cemetery and Soviet-era 
production units are located on the opposite side of the road. 
The church and its tower are a significant dominating feature 
on the background of small traditional farm homes and nearby 
dwellings and other farm buildings. May, 2005. Photograph by 
J. Urtāns
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The historical centre of the capital 
city Riga and its panorama which con-
vincingly signals it to belong to the cul-
ture of Europe, is a spiritual symbol, a 
fusion of semantics and architectural 
form, and an outstanding example of 
urban identity. The layout of the histori-
cal centre of Riga, and the architectural 
value of its buildings (recognised as a 
UNESCO World Heritage site) both 
gothic, and Art Nouveau and Functio-
nalist, as well as examples of the Soviet 
style, need to be carefully coordinated 
with contemporary modern architec-
ture, which is a difficult and problematic 
process. The most important group of 
spatial architectural values include the 
layout, the panorama, types of building 
(with emphasis on those from the 
 Middle Ages, Art Nouveau, as well as 
wooden buildings), open public spaces, 
and greenery.84 Traces of German, Rus-
sian, Jewish, Latvian national culture may be found in the architecture of the city cen-
tre, as well European cultural trends, for example, the transformation of the obsolete 
fortifications of the historical centre into a park and ring boulevard.85

Wooden buildings are a common feature of the urban cultural landscapes of 
Latvia, both as private homes, whose facades have been refurbished, painted and de-
tails restored over the past 20 years, which form a pleasing and picturesque appear-
ance to streets, as well as multi-flat buildings whose owners together with architects 
and other interested people and organisations have carried out restoration work (for 
example, the Kalnciems quarter in Riga) to prevent their disappearance. Wooden ar-
chitecture has survived to a considerably greater extent in the cities and towns of 
Latvia than elsewhere in Europe and this has been noted and appreciated at European 
level.86

Residential areas consisting of large multi-storey tenements cover a substantial 
part of the urban areas of Latvia. These form a specific part of the urban areas, usually 
the peripheral spatial regions (see Fig. 19). These regions show evidence for various 
stages in development, with characteristics typical of free planned spatial landscape 

84 Dambis, J. Rīgas centra arhitektoniski telpiskās vides kvalitāte 1995–2010: promocijas darba kopsavilkums.  
Rīga: RTU, 2010.

85 Krastiņš, J., Strautmanis, I., Dripe, J. Latvijas arhitektūra no senatnes līdz mūsdienām. Rīga: Baltika, 1998; 
Dambis, J. The historic Centre of Riga, Latvia. Management of Historic Centres. London: Spon Press, 2001, 
pp. 187–201.

86 Koka Rīga. Rīga: Neputns; Latvia Nostra, 2001.

Fig. 18. Kurzeme. The historical centre of Kuldīga is sited on 
the banks of the Venta River adjacent to a unique natural 
feature — a water-fall which bears a local name Ventas rumba. 
A park has been laid out in the territory encompassing castle 
ruins and fortifications from the Middle Ages. An arched 
bridge made of brick crosses the Venta River. The other bank 
of the river features a district of regularly spaced private 
homes. May, 2002. Photograph by J. Urtāns
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compositions. These territories are 
rather weakly connected to the overall 
city building development, transport 
system and greenery. Problems may be 
seen regarding the layout of internal 
courtyards, the capacity of parking 
spaces, pollution of the environment, 
and wear and tear of recreational areas. 
These kinds of negative features affect 
the process of how spatial landscape 
composition develops in general, and 
it  would be necessary to resolve them 
in  a broader context of overall city 
 building.87

Despite negative features, examples 
may be found of successfully planned 
spatial landscape compositions of inter-
nal courtyards. Overall satisfaction and 
prosperity of residents of the country 
has been rising.88 Multi-storey residen-

tial estates built during the past twenty years show attractive resolution of ecological 
problems and aesthetic and attractive resolution of public space issues.

City centres often have to deal with industrial legacies. Currently these objects are 
gradually being adapted for other use, for example, the Gypsum Factory on the banks 
of the Daugava River has been converted into a condominium residence and the 
warehouses in the district of Spīķeri — into a multi-functional cultural facility which 
has been successfully integrated into the public space of the centre of Riga; never-
theless many of the other objects may be classed as contributing to a degraded land-
scape.89 

Elements of cultural landscapes

Parks and gardens are special elements of the cultural landscape of Latvia, ele-
ments which have developed in parallel with the art of gardens and landscape architec-
ture elsewhere in Europe. These are the parks of palaces and manors designed for re-
laxation, forest parkland, public city parks, private gardens, and Arboretums. Most 
parks were laid out more than a century ago, but their upkeep during the Soviet period 

87 Treija, S., Bratuškins, U. Development Problems of Large Scale Housing Estates in Riga. Scientific Proceedings 
of Riga Technical University. Series 2. Architecture and Urban Planning. Vol. 4, 2003, pp. 77–83.

88  Ile, U. Landscape composition development stages in multi-storey residential areas of the Baltic Region. 
Science — future of Lithuania. Vol. 3, 2011, pp. 16–22.

89 Gutmane, H., Schreurs, J. Recycling the past: the case of the intensive training programme in urbanism 
“Radi Rīgu” (Create Riga!). Landscape Architecture and Art. Vol. 7, No. 7, 2015, pp. 29–38.

Fig. 19. Vidzeme. The town of Aizkraukle was created in the 
1960s during construction of the hydroelectric power station 
at Pļaviņas. It is located beside a large water reservoir, but 
the multi-storey living areas are identical to what is found in 
other large towns in Latvia. September, 2007. Photograph by 
J. Urtāns



383

was unsatisfactory, and by the 1990s 
most parks were in a degraded state. 
Park features such as glades, groups 
of shrubbery, flowering plants had 
partially disappeared. However, the 
quantity of ligneous plants had in-
creased, and parks resembled gloomy, 
shadowy forests where nuanced vistas 
were absent. Presently some parks are 
being renovated and reconstructed.90 
For example, the park of Linde manor 
on the banks of the Daugava River 
has survived, but it is degraded by the 
existing buildings as well as the new 
parcels of private land within the 
 territory of the park, some of which 
have been created within the past 
10  years (see Fig. 20). The baroque 
palace park at Rundāle is an outstand-
ing example of how a park may be re-
newed, with a rose collection installed 
in the  parterre segment of the park, 
and  step-by-step restoration of the 
forest part of the garden is under way. The park at Jaunauce Manor has been renewed 
thanks to the interest shown by the local inhabitants; restoration is under the way at 
most parks in Latvia.

The historical parks in the centre of Riga,91 are undergoing renovation, mostly to 
improve public services; new interactive bright and colourful play areas are being in-
stalled for children. The local governments as well as private owners presently are lay-
ing out new parks and gardens. The garden Likteņdārzs (Garden of Destiny) is being 
laid out in Koknese, on the banks of the Daugava River; this ensemble is being financed 
by public donations. 

Ponds in the cultural landscape have very different functions — from being the 
source for watering the gardens, for bathhouses, washing clothes, or being a water 
reser voir in case of fire, to raising fish on a large scale. They have had economic signifi-
cance in watering cattle and steeping flax, as well as, an aesthetic function, and a role 
in creating a micro-climate. Their shape ranges from a small rectangle to a picturesque 
form complemented by the plastic contours of the surrounding terrain. Cascades in 
ponds were formed by damming small rivers and streams, for example, near central 
part of estates and parks where water-mills were often established. The results of the 
study on landscapes show that the presence of degraded buildings of water-mills in the 

90 Janelis, I. M. Latvijas muižu dārzi un parki, 304. lpp.
91 Davidsone, I. Rīgas dārzi un parki. Rīga: Liesma, 1988.

Fig. 20. Upper Latvia. Linde Manor Park by the Daugava River. 
All of the buildings of this estate have been destroyed, with the 
exception of the gate tower. The system of tree avenues, glades, 
and terraces has survived, as well as the pond. Due to the nearby 
dam at Ķegums and the reservoir of the hydroelectric power 
station the water level in the Daugava River has altered. Today 
the park territory is partially divided among different owners 
who have built up the area and laid out gardens. April, 2004. 
Photograph by J. Urtāns
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views of historical gardens and parks, 
hinders understanding of the value and 
significance of these historical land-
scapes.92  

A dense network of roads covers 
Latvia with roads built during various 
historical periods following the rules 
existing at the time of their construc-
tion. The landscapes seen from roads 
are therefore very different — from nar-
row country and forest roads which 
twist and turn as they follow the con-
tours of the countryside, to straight 
roads bordered on either side with tree 
avenues leading to the centre of estates 
as well as being the principal transit 
routes from Europe to St. Petersburg or 
Pskov; from gravel roads with drainage 
ditches on either side connecting cities 
with villages to tarmacked highways 
with birch and apple trees avenues, or 
hedges of spruce trees to protect them 

against blowing snow on either side. Several major highways were built around Riga 
producing landscape which conformed to modern road construction principles. Roads 
with places that provide good viewpoints may be found in the uplands of Vidzeme, 
Latgale, and Kurzeme. 

Bridges are not only a functional element in the cultural landscape, but at the same 
time they dominate it or at least provide important accents. Surviving ancient stone 
and arched brick bridges are cultural historical monuments, among which the most 
unusual is a bridge across the Venta River in Kuldīga (see Fig. 18). The ancient wooden 
bridge across the Rīva in Kurzeme has been renewed as a technical monument, while 
the iron bridge in Riga across the Daugava River is also decorative. The causeway 
across the Lorupe has introduced new aesthetic values, as have the new bridges in Riga 
across the Daugava River, the footbridge across the Gauja River in Sigulda, and that 
across the Driksa River in Jelgava. A bridge unites, but it is also a design and artistic 
object dominating the cultural landscape. This was the ultimate goal of the bridge 
across the Gauja River in Sigulda (see Fig. 21).

Building the railroad during the 19–20th centuries resulted in new cultural land-
scapes, stations with access roads, corridors with protective flora, new settled places 
and economic activities at the latter. Narrow-gauge railroads lost economic signifi-
cance and have disappeared today. A length of track Gulbene–Alūksne has been kept 

92 Dreija, K. Latvijas vēsturiskie dārzi un parki mūsdienu lauku ainavā: promocijas darba kopsavilkums, 
1.–75. lpp.

Fig. 21. Vidzeme. The river valley of the Gauja and the bridge 
in Sigulda — an area known as the Switzerland of Vidzeme 
owing to its magnificent nature and wealth of culture 
monuments.  Walkways, stairs, and skiing areas have been 
created on the steep slopes of the ancient shore line of the river. 
October, 2008. Photograph by J. Urtāns
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as a monument to technical achieve-
ments. Narrow-gauge railroads used in 
exploiting peat bogs can be kept as part 
of our heritage too, as for example has 
been done in Seda and Dikļi. A railroad 
as a technical achievement is attractive 
and interesting and  has been retained 
in many industrial territories. There are 
a number of disused railway tracks in 
Latvia, which after the rails are re-
moved are slowly taken over by vegeta-
tion, at first just grass, then bushes, 
until trees begin to grow starting from 
the outside of the railway corridor. 
These communication lines and paths 
are evident in the landscape of forests 
and fields, as well as take significant 
space within cities. Railway stations 
and other technical buildings which 
have survived until present in some places are becoming  of interest to tourists.  

The territory of Latvia is renowned for resources suitable for resorts: pine forests, 
sources of mineral water and therapeutic mud. In their time, sanatoriums in Ķemeri, 
Jūrmala, Baldone were comfortable establishments which offered diverse therapies for 
healing and relaxation by the sea, or in well-appointed forest parks adjacent to the es-
tablishments. The forested parks of the sanatoriums in Ķemeri and Baldone have be-
come seriously degraded largely due to changes in the economy and in property rights. 
Rehabilitation centres have been set up in other regions of Latvia utilising the natural 
resources available to resorts.

Unique natural objects have always seized the attention of people and in ancient 
times they had a symbolic meaning which has been preserved in legends and stories.93 
The most significant ones are water-falls: in the Venta and the Abava rivers; rock out-
crops — Zvārtas Rock, the cliffs at Ērgļi; caves and springs — Gūtmaņala in the river 
valley of the Gauja in Sigulda, Māras Kambari and Velna alas in the Abava river valley 
in Kurzeme. These sites are still actively visited today. Large boulders have in the past 
acquired mythological significance, in the distant past symbols have been cut into 
them. Large geomorphological forms which reveal unique picturesque scenes and dis-
tant views are the river valleys of the Daugava, the Gauja, and the Abava. Places with 
high steep banks are attractive when seen from the river, or when standing at the top 
looking downwards, seeing a meander or rapids below. The highest points on the ter-
rain dominate their surroundings and are appreciated as recreation areas, for example, 
the two highest points in Latvia, Gaiziņkalns in Vidzeme (see Fig. 22) and Liepas kalns 
in Latgale. 

93 Urtāns, J. Ancient Cult Sites of Semigallia. Rīga: Nordik, 2008.

Fig. 22. Vidzeme. Gaiziņkalns — the highest point in Latvia. 
When viewed from here the landscape is dotted by hills, 
hollows, clumps of trees, meadows and farmsteads. April, 2002.  
Photograph by J. Urtāns
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Situations often are encountered in Latvia where ancient landscape features domi-
nate the scenery: hill-forts, graveyards, estate centres, farmsteads and others. Their 
continued existence is under threat since they no longer meet the contemporary daily 
demands of how people live and work. Insisting on their preservation may not give the 
desired results, unless those activities are sustained which determined the formation 
of such landscapes.94  

For example the 10 000 years of history of changes in Lubāna wetland can be seen 
in today’s cultural landscape: today’s Lubāns Wetland (klāni) is different not only in 
terms of its altered relief, with archaeological deposits buried beneath a layer of peat 
which has formed over thousands of years, but also as the result of local changes in the 
network of meandering rivers.95 The archaeological monuments of every historical pe-
riod are associated with a particular type of landscape. The archaeological landscapes 
of the Stone Age constituted small islands along the shores of lakes, or in river flood 
plains, surrounded by wetlands. The landscape of the Bronze Age is to be found in 
places with light, loose soil and good pasture. The archaeological landscape of the Iron 
Age may be characterised by rich soils, located at the main water routes and roads. 
Accordingly river valleys are a multi-layered archaeological landscape.96 Ruins of the 
German castles of the Middle Ages97 also are picturesque elements of landscapes which 
stand out in urban and rural scenes.

Properties of the 18th century, palaces, estates, parks, and rural systems preserved 
archaeological layers and objects, but newer layers were subjected to changes, for ex-
ample, the estate ensemble in Lielvārde has the ruined remnants of a castle of the Mid-
dle Ages and an earlier castle mound, settled place and ancient graveyard, as well as a 
church; the landscape park of Mežotne Palace is sited on both banks of the Lielupe 
River and comprises two hill-forts, an ancient town and graveyard which are the key 
points of the park, i.e. the historical landscapes are polyvalent.98 

In comparison with the territory surrounding them, most hill-forts today cannot 
be used for agricultural purposes, but they feature a variety of vegetation which not 
only refreshes but also diversifies the often monotonous landscape of cultivated grass-
lands and arable lands. All in all 10 different families of grasslands and forest plants 
habitats have been found. The natural grassland found growing on hill-forts are either 
neutral or basic habitats.  These occur rarely and almost all comprise protected plants, 
thus, the vegetation of hill-forts has not only a visual aesthetic appeal, but is important 
in terms of nature protection99 (see Fig. 23).

94 Melluma, A. Ainavu politikas veidošana Latvijā: situācija, problēmas, iespējas. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas 
Vēstis. A daļa. 63. sēj., Nr. 5/6, 2009, 52.–74. lpp.

95 Loze, I., Kalniņa, L., Ceriņa, A. Lubāna mitrāja ainava vēlā ledus laikmetā un pēcledus laikmetā. 
Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 175.–199. lpp.

96 Urtane, M. Landscape of Archaeological Sites in Latvia. Alnarp: Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, 
2001.

97 Mugurevics, E., Wilderling U. Zur Archäologie mittelalterliher Burgen in Lettland. Lübecker Schriften zur 
Archäologie und Kulturgeschichte. Bonn: Marie Leidorf, Bd. 12, 1986, S. 241–259.

98 Urtane, M., Urtans, J. Examples of current national approaches IV. Latvia. Europe’s Cultural Landscape: ar-
chaeologists and management of change. Brussels: EAC Occasional Paper 2, 2002, pp. 179–182.

99 Rūsiņa, S. Nemeža augu sabiedrības Latvijas pilskalnos. Pilskalni Latvijas ainavā. 2006, 67.–92. lpp.  (Latvijas 
Universitātes Raksti, 695. sēj.).        
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The areas of outstanding natural 
scenic beauty and those of cultural his-
torical significance are of national inte-
rest. In Latvia 14% of its area has been 
given the status of a special protected 
nature territory. This includes nine pro-
tected landscape areas which together 
constitute 2.5% of the total national 
area. Furthermore, the idea in the name 
of which these areas were recognised 
has been partially lost. Based on EU 
priorities, principal attention is paid to 
species and biospheres, leaving land-
scapes as a secondary consideration. 
Nature protection plans have been de-
veloped for only five of the nine areas 
mentioned above. 

New elements in the structure of cultural landscapes

Changes in the cultural landscape today mostly affect rural areas close to cities. 
These are driven both by developments in the real estate market and by the construc-
tion boom. Due to greater prosperity people are able to buy private homes so as to re-
build them, as well as to buy land to build a new home. A new lifestyle accompanies 
new residents, a process which leads to essential transformation of the affected areas. 
The quality of living accommodations in these new housing estates varies from poor to 
very good, both from the architecturally spatial point of view, as well as from sustain-
able environmental impact and ecological standpoint. A village with a low quality of 
accommodation typically has poorly developed infrastructure, little connection with 
the landscape and social communication possibilities.100 Amatciems — a development 
of privately-owned homes located in an artificially constructed landscape in Vidzeme 
(see Fig. 24) and the Open-air Contemporary Art Centre at Pedvāle, which is sited in 
the valley of the Abava close to Sabile, and which was created by renovating sites of 
country manors in Kurzeme, may be mentioned as rather attractive new landscapes. 
These have been created deliberately, each motivated differently, and can be regarded 
as personalised cultural landscapes.101 

100 Zigmunde, D. Preservation of Traditional Rural Landscape identity as an Integrative Tool for New Housing 
Settlements in Latvia. Landscape Legacy: Landscape architecture and Planning between Art and Science: inter-
national scientific conference proceedings of full papers. Maastricht: The Netherlands Council of Educators in 
Landscape Architecture, 2010.

101 Melluma, A. Latvijas ainavas: pārdomas par vārdiem, pieejām un praksi. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas 
ainava, 19. lpp.

Fig. 23. Upper Latvia. The hill at Rite Kņāva — the castle 
mound with its steep sides dominates the landscape. May, 
1999. Photograph by J. Urtāns
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The dissonant element in the exist-
ing landscape most often is estates with 
identical private houses and new pro-
duction units. In their design basic nat-
ural features have been taken into ac-
count forgetting the overall landscape 
context.102 New industrial zones are 
being created on the periphery of cities. 
The panorama that greets arrivals near-
ing cities is the same almost anywhere 
as it is dominated by commercial ad-
vertising and display of commercial 
brand names. The ports of Latvia are 
developing rapidly, in particular the 
port of Riga (see Fig. 25), as well as 
wind farms, but this development is 
often accompanied by increased envi-
ronmental and nature protection pro-
blems. 

Financial support by EU pro-
grammes has allowed rapid refurbish-
ment of infrastructure, improvement of 
public facilities in city centres and crea-
tion of promenades for pedestrians 
with interesting functional and archi-
tectural solutions, and attractive design 
elements. Another set of improvements 
comprises creation of playgrounds and 
sporting facilities for children not only 
in cities but also in rural inhabited 
areas. Monolithic sports halls have now 
appeared beside schools contributing to 
the silhouette in the landscape of rural 
areas. During the process of recovering 
independence, economic priorities 
dominated in budget planning, but 
support for forming cultural landscapes 

might well have prevented excessive simplicity as well as exaggerations in the exterior 
of buildings and their surroundings. 103 

102 Ziemelniece, A. Restoration and Preservation of the Identity of Historical Cultural Landscape. RTU 
Zinātniskie raksti. Arhitektūra un pilsētplānošana. 5. sēj., 2011, 66.–69. lpp.

103 Seile, A. Zemes reforma — jaunu sociālekonomisko attiecību un kultūrainavas veidošanas pamats. Kultūr-
vēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 28. lpp.

Fig. 24. Vidzeme. Amatciems. The visual image of this 
village points to an environment where people live in 
harmony with nature. May, 2012. Photograph by J. Urtāns

Fig. 25. The estuary of the Daugava in the Gulf of Riga and new 
facilities at the Port Terminal of Riga. April, 2014. Photograph 
by J. Urtāns
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Common and different features in cultural landscapes

What has been said about cultural landscapes is reflected in art, sculpture, litera-
ture, and music. The culture canon of Latvia has been established as a compendium of 
outstanding and noteworthy works of art and accomplishments.  The culture canon 
includes such cultural features as commemorating Jāņi (Midsummer Festival) and the 
Song Festivals.104 The places where Jāņi are celebrated on 23 June are on hill tops 
throughout the country in the same way as the open-air stages for song festivals are 
found in all districts. The canon also includes the closing concert of the Song Festival 
on the open-air stage in Mežaparks in Riga. The cultural landscape is a source of inspi-
ration and a place to mark these events with monuments.105 

The characteristic tones of the cultural landscape are grey and earthy, low lying 
clouds, and on sunny day — brilliant blue skies which are reflected by waters. Scenery 
in Latvia is green, the dominant colour of conifers and grass, as well as the ever present 
grass and bushes.

People are elements of the cultural landscape, with their appearance, language, 
professions, and behaviour. One of the basic components of ethnic consciousness is 
the distinctive nature of their district. The basis for this lies in territorial variations in 
the language spoke, since Latvia is among the few states where dialects have survived 
reasonably well.106 The collections of folklore  reveal concern for the tidiness of the 
landscape, while the beauty of a meadow or a field lies in the work which has been 
done. Carefully tended fields and meadows form an intrinsic part of the landscape, 
where what people have accomplished gives not only material but also an aesthetic 
added value.107

The cultural landscape of Latgale is typified by a mosaic-like structure of natural 
features: hills, lakes, clumps of trees, small farmsteads, in counter-point to the large 
lakes of the district — Rāznas, Rušona, the extensive area of Lake Lubāna, the greenery 
along the lake shores, houses or bath-houses as tiny accents along shorelines. The cul-
tural landscape of Latgale produces two opposite feelings: views full of pathos from 
hill tops looking out on fields, groves, baroque church towers, and reflecting lakes, and 
loneliness finding oneself in a valley between hills seeing a small, uninhabited ram-
shackle homestead which is on the point of collapse. Certainly in almost every region 
in Latgale one can find two or three successful farms, as well as guest houses located by 
a lake for those who appreciate a romantic view and rural peace.108 The naturally oc-
curring clay deposits in Latgale are the reason why a ceramics tradition has persisted 
there, which is one of the cultural historical symbols of this district.

104 Latvijas kultūras kanons. Accessible at: http://www.kulturaskanons.lv/lv/1/ (site last visited 20.10.2016).
105 Burima, M., Vasiljeva, E. Commemoration principles and models of World War II memorial sites in the 

cultural Landscape of Latvia–Belarus Borderland. 2nd International Multidisciplinary Scientific Conference of 
Social Sciences and Arts. Book 4, Vol. 1, 2015, pp. 85–92.

106 Stafecka, A. Kultūrainava latviešu valodas izloksnēs. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 290. lpp.
107 Stafecka, A. Kultūrainava latviešu valodas izloksnēs. Kultūrvēstures avoti un Latvijas ainava, 290, 270.–

290. lpp.
108 Zeile, P. Latgales kultūras vēsture. Rēzekne: Latgales kultūras centra izdevniecība, 2006, 746. lpp.
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The cultural landscape of Vidzeme consists of a mosaic of arable land dominated 
by large buildings such as churches and estate ensembles, which, over the time, have 
been complemented by multi-flat tenements and privately-owned buildings, facilities 
for agricultural production, leading to the creation of villages. Diverse tree avenues 
and visually different cultural historical landscapes are found in Northern Vidzeme. 
The protected landscape region of Vestiena located in the uplands of Vidzeme, and the 
nature park of Gaiziņkalns is particularly rich with hills, winding roads and a cultural 
landscape replete with places offering beautiful scenery. Piebalga is associated with 
buildings with large steep roofs of farmsteads grouped together at high points of the 
countryside, surrounded by meadows, with a lake nearby. Major culture figures either 
come from this area or have chosen to live there.

The characteristics of Zemgale is its plain, the landscape of large scale agriculture 
dominated by fields of regular shape, and distant from modern roads one can find 
farmsteads sited by small rivers whose oldest parts are enclosed by large deciduous 
trees and bushes as windbreaks. The location of the palace of Rundāle amidst the rural 
landscape of Zemgale where fields and meadows stretch all the way to the horizon, 
complemented by almost imperceptible modern structures creates an appearance 
which has scarcely changed over the 275 years since the palace was built. This gives the 
palace of Rundāle a special place among the castle ensembles of Europe, many of 
which have lost their initial natural surroundings, being integrated into an industrial 
environment. Harmony and balance are the principal aesthetic values of the cultural 
environment of Zemgale. 

Upper Latvia as part of the region of Sēlija has always engaged the visitor with its 
natural picturesque beauty. It is described as being hilly but in fact those are series of 
lines of knolls with wet, marshy hollows in between. These shallow hillocks give a 
character to the entire district which appeals and attracts. 

The landscape of Kurzeme, as elsewhere in Latvia, has been subjected to extensive 
changes starting with 1990. Large area fields growing a single crop have been replaced 
by diverse use of land (small private farms, untilled fields with farm or manor ruins, 
the spread of natural vegetation, alongside restored historical buildings with an impor-
tant historical identity). A study by scholars at Dortmund Technical University con-
cluded that the landscape of Kurzeme is outstanding as regards such visual values as 
diversity, uniqueness and beauty in all of the scenery types evident there.109 The mosaic 
of forest and tilled land in which, similar to what is seen in Vidzeme, large buildings — 
churches, estate ensembles, villages — dominate is harmonious and dramatic.

The cultural historical districts of Latvia are gradually losing their individual fea-
tures, retaining only small isolated examples of cultural historical landscape, or differ-
ences due to geophysical circumstances, for example, the cultural space of the Suiti (a 
small Catholic community practicing a distinctive folklore legacy — Translator’s note) 
in Kurzeme by the Baltic Sea.

109 Gruehn, D. Landscape Change in Courland (Latvia) and its Impact on Visual Landscape Quality. Abstracts 
of International Landscape Architecture Scientific Conference “Life Style and Landscape”, 9–11 February 2011.  
Jelgava: Latvia University of Agriculture, 2011, p. 1.



391

Conclusions

The cultural landscape of Latvia has been created and regarded according to its 
various fields. It appears that through the adoption of the European Convention on 
Landscape consensus has been reached concerning understanding the meaning of cul-
tural landscape in its widest sense. The spatial structure of the cultural landscape in 
Latvia ranges from open landscapes offering distant views to restricted and small scale 
landscapes. Up to now there have been many attempts at describing the concept of 
cultural landscape, but few, explaining its substance.

Virgin nature is a unique aspect of the cultural landscapes of the Baltic Sea coast — 
the shore and its sand dunes, almost completely free of built-up areas along 500 km of 
coast, where human-created objects appear only as occasional accents. The shores of 
lakes and river banks have seen human habitation over all historical periods, and even 
if these habitations occasionally disappeared, they later reappeared. During the past 
twenty years, meadows in the coastal territories have grown over with bushes and 
trees, there has been a loss in the diversity of coastal panoramas, while the appearance 
of new buildings along this monotone green coast has provided a negative contribu-
tion to the cultural landscape.

Forests are of many forms, and they are an important emotional element in many 
types of cultural landscape. Large forests alternate with the open spaces of arable land, 
and surround urban developments. During the period considered here, methods of 
 forest management have changed. The rapid change in the appearance of forests from 
old forests to clear cutting and further to a new planted forest is very emotionally and 
visually impressive. The question is still undecided as to whether agricultural land should 
be preserved, or forested. Many of the changes evident in the visual aspects of rural cul-
tural landscape have come about due to financial support by the European Union. 

The farmstead, consisting of several buildings, trees and bushes, and gardens, as 
well as its position in the environment, is one of the fundamental elements making up 
the cultural landscape of Latvia. There were regional cultural historical differences in 
the creation of old farmsteads, but a single approach has been followed in later periods. 
Buildings, parks, avenues of trees from the old estates are still dominant in the cultural 
landscape. Their desertion and the subsequent physical degraded state of buildings and 
plantation today, hamper understanding the values and importance of this historical 
landscape. Churches in the cultural landscape of Latvia are perceived as guides for 
spiritual values and their buildings can be seen from afar in rural landscapes and in the 
urban environment. During the period covered by this paper, renovation carried out 
of the historical centres of cities has also positively influenced the surrounding territo-
ries — both multi-story tenements, as well as rural areas. Wooden buildings, whose ren-
ovated painted facades and restored architectural elements contribute to pleasing and 
picturesque street scenes, are a valuable element of the cultural landscapes of the cities of 
Latvia. Environmental problems associated with the layout of multi-story housing estates 
are just as pressing, as those of new estates of private homes with a low spatial quality.

Today changes in cultural landscape mostly affect rural areas adjacent to cities. 
Discordant changes in the cultural landscape most often are brought about by estates 
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of identical private homes being built, as well as by abandoned industrial zones. Enter-
ing cities, it is found that their panoramas are dominated by almost identical commer-
cial scenery based on a display of commercial brands. The ports of Riga, Liepāja, and 
Ventspils are growing quickly. Conversely, abandoned hamlets and production com-
plexes from the Soviet period create an impression of a degraded landscape.

The picture of roads in Latvia is very varied as they were built in different historical 
periods. They range from narrow winding roads through fields and forests to straight 
roads with tree avenues on either side, to Soviet-era highways with set road scenery. 
Modern roads, which are being built in new places, offer different, unusual views.

The cultural historical districts are gradually losing their individual distinctive 
features and only a few isolated landscapes remain different, while geophysical condi-
tions dictate differences. Celebration of certain days of the year is a unifying element 
in the cultural landscape of Latvia, in particular, Jāņi (23 June) with a bonfire until 
daybreak, and decorative wreaths. The second important tradition involves the Song 
Festival which in every district means performances on an open-air stage. Archae-
ological landscapes and many unique natural features are also found in every district, 
but their contributions to the contemporary cultural landscape are episodic. The ar-
chaeological monuments of a particular era are related to a different type of landscape. 
Thus, river valleys are a multi-layered archaeological landscape. Protection of nature 
and facilities for active recreation are new forms of cultural landscape. 

Seasonal changes in the cultural landscapes of Latvia are an inspiration for artists, 
every individual, and visitor. The landscape is brilliantly colourful during spring and 
autumn, while during the summer it changes from a rich green colour of grass to the 
yellow tones of cereal crops, but in the winter it is white under a snow cover with tree 
branches forming a design, and the dark green tones of forests. However, overall the 
tones of scenery are grey and earthy, low lying clouds, and on sunny day — brilliant 
blue skies which are reflected by waters. Scenery in Latvia is green because of the 
dominant colour of conifers and grass, as well as thanks to the way of life of its people. 

The rural cultural landscapes we see today in the historical districts of Latvia have 
come about differently. Nevertheless, assiduously maintained fields and meadows are 
an integral part of the cultural landscapes, where the contribution by man has been 
not only material but also aesthetic.

The cultural landscape of Latgale leaves two contrasting impressions: views full of 
pathos from hill tops looking out on fields, groves, baroque church towers, and reflect-
ing lakes, and loneliness finding oneself in a valley between hills seeing a small, unin-
habited ramshackle homestead which is on the point of collapse. The cultural land-
scape of Vidzeme consists of a mosaic of arable land dominated by large buildings: 
churches and estate ensembles. In Northern Vidzeme we find a diversity of tree ave-
nues. The harmony and equilibrium resulting from wide, flat plains are the principal 
aesthetic values present in the cultural landscape of Zemgale. The rural landscape of 
Kurzeme is imbued with such visual values as diversity, uniqueness and beauty, in all 
of the different landscapes that are found there. The greatest changes in the structure 
of rural cultural landscapes have resulted from works carried out during the Soviet 
period, i.e., land reclamation and the destruction of homesteads. The results of the 
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agrarian reform of the 1920s can be seen in the contemporary rural cultural landscape 
in terms of buildings, roads, trees planted and the legacy of estate centres. The priori-
ties of the last 20 years in coastal regions have been nature conservation, reduction of 
recreational load on the environment, as well as compliance with environmental pro-
tection requirements. The military legacy is largely useful in attracting tourists.

The cultural landscape of Latvia may be characterised by a combination of dif-
ferent nature regions, the influence of several cultures, political regimes and econo-
mies, diverse traces of technical and technological progress. People have always been a 
part of the cultural environment with their presence, activities, and attitude. The struc-
tures, and their worth, of cultural landscapes were defined between 1995 and 2015 in 
Latvia by developing spatial plans for specific territories or plans for protecting the en-
vironment. The concept of a cultural landscape, in contrast to the other aspects of the 
environment, is often used to express the attitude of the society towards particularly 
picturesque landscape, one which constitutes a specific historical and cultural legacy. 
These areas deemed to be the cultural landscape in Latvia are important to people as 
affirmation of their belonging to a nation and place, and are a source of new strength.
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stones, introduction of aerial archaeology and participation in underwater ar-
chaeological investigations. 
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The article deals with the development of Baltic cooperation from the late 1980s until the present 
time. It discusses internal and external factors influencing Baltic cooperation, political and eco-
nomic prerequisites in different periods and sectors of cooperation. Through mutual support and 
interaction, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania solidified their independence, integrated into European 
and transatlantic organisations, and developed their statehood. Baltic cooperation has experienced 
periods of both ups and downs. Clearly, cooperation of the Baltic States has its strengths and weak-
nesses. 

Keywords: Baltic States, cooperation, European Union, NATO, foreign policy, economic coopera-
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Introduction

In academic and political discourse Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are considered 
to be members of a single region, by reason of  their geography, interaction in various 
spheres, common problems and challenges, common goals and methods used to reach 
them, all of which lie outside of a purely national framework.1 Finding themselves in a 
single geographic area, with common problems and goals — the recovery of independ-
ence, earning of international recognition and ensuring their return to the company of 
Western democracies, the independence movements of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania 
embarked on active three-sided cooperation at the end of the 1980s. After regaining 
their independence, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania continued with cooperation that 
was started during the Awakening period, and created regional governmental and 
non-governmental institutions for cooperation. 

There are time periods and spheres, during the period covered in this paper, when 
the Baltic States acted with consensus and in a strong tandem, as well as times and 
spheres where they sought each to demonstrate their distinct and individual identity. 
Cooperation between the Baltic States occurs in waves and is not constant, which is 

1 This is based on a definition of region developed by Žaneta Ozoliņa. See: Ozoliņa, Ž. Latvijas drošības politi-
kas reģionālie aspekti. Rīga: Izglītība, 2000, 40. lpp.



395

influenced by internal political developments, national interests, as well as the interna-
tional environment. 

Baltic cooperation at the outset comprised the Baltic independence movements 
with ambitious goals — to create a strong economic union, to develop a common de-
fence and foreign policy concept, to develop a unified policy of credit systems and for-
eign trade; however, once independence was regained, many initiatives were archived. 
Return to the cooperative initiatives of the Awakening period occurred in waves, and 
some of these set out a quarter-century ago about collective procurement, foreign trade 
policy, unified Baltic trademarks materialised only in the time period 2013–2015.

The aim of this paper is to analyse cooperation between the Baltic States, including 
problems and trends, to assess the underlying reasons for cooperation between these 
states and results obtained over various time periods, as well as to present examples of 
successful cooperation and also the lost opportunities. It is, however, impossible to de-
scribe all aspects of how cooperation has developed, or list all the areas of cooperation 
and events over the time period 1988–2015.

Cooperation between the Baltic States occurs at the level of State Presidents, the 
national parliaments, and the representatives of executive power, non-governmental 
organisations, and specialised associations. The Presidents of Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania meet at least once a year, as well as organise joint visits, to mention their 
meeting with the President of the United States in August 2013. Specialised associa-
tions have set up cooperative networks, for example, BASTIC, the Baltic Association of 
Science, Technology Parks and Innovation Centres, while universities and vocational 
institutions implement joint projects, and have created specialised associations. 
Non-governmental organisations of the Baltic States are engaged in active cooperation 
in various sectors. Cooperation between the Baltic States will be analysed and assessed 
within this paper based on the framework established for the cooperation institutions, 
the Baltic Assembly (BA) and the Baltic Council of Ministers (BCM), given that coor-
dination of policies in the Baltic States and implementation of collaborative projects 
are the primary functions of these organisations.

A chronological approach has been taken in analysing and assessing cooperation 
between the Baltic States, with five time periods identified for this process, which per-
mits investigation of trends and dynamics of cooperation.

Institutional framework for Baltic States cooperation

After regaining their independence, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania adapted the 
Nordic regional cooperation model in setting up institutions for cooperation. Although 
the example of Nordic cooperation was followed, the cooperation model for the Baltic 
States is weaker, with an institutionalised influence on national governments.2 The in-
stitutions for cooperation between the Baltic States have changed significantly over the 
time of their existence; hence, the current framework is followed for this analysis.

2 Smith, J. D. The Devil and the Deep Blue Sea. Smith, J. S., Pabriks, A., Purs, A., Thomas, L. The Baltic States. 
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. London: Routledge, 2002, p. 169.
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The two leading institutions for Baltic cooperation — the BA and the BCM — 
work as two pillars of one cooperation model. The remit of the BA is to coordinate co-
operation between the national parliaments of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, whereas 
that of the BCM is to coordinate work of the executive powers. The national parlia-
ments and governments of the Baltic States delegate their representatives to the BA 
and the BCM, whose task it is to coordinate three-side cooperation at the parliamen-
tary and government level. According to the legal basis, both organisations3 account 
for the results of their activities to the national parliaments and governments. Resolu-
tions adopted by the BA are advisory/non-binding, while decisions adopted by the 
BCM are binding. 

The highest decision-making body within the BA is the annual session. Each na-
tional parliament delegates 12–16 deputies who make up the national delegation. Dur-
ing the time between sessions, cooperation in priority areas are coordinated in five 
standing committees: Economics, Energy and Innovation; Welfare; Natural Resources 
and the Environment; Legal Affairs and Security; Education, Science, and Culture. The 
highest decision-making body of the BCM is the Council of Prime Ministers, which 

3 Protocol amending the Agreement on Baltic Parliamentary and Governmental Cooperation between the 
Republic of Estonia, the Republic of Latvia and the Republic of Lithuania (21 November 2003). Acces-
sible at: http://vm.ee/ sites/default/files/content-editors/web-static/383/2003_11_Kokkuleppe_muutmise_
protokoll_eng.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016); Protocol amending the Protocol on Cooperation between 
the Baltic Assembly and the Baltic Council of Ministers (28 December 2004). Accessible at: http://vm.ee/
sites/default/files/content-editors/web-static/192/2004_12_18_Koostooprotokolli_muutmise_protokoll_
eng_allkirjadega.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).

Fig. 1. Institutions of Baltic States’ Cooperation
Source: Author’s drawing based on the Statutes of the BA, the Terms of Reference of the BCM, the Protocol on 
Cooperation between the BA and the BCM. Accessible at:  http://vm.ee/en/baltic-cooperation (site last visited 
22.01.2016)
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meets at least once a year. The Cooperation Council involves the Foreign Ministers of 
the Baltic States. Committees of Senior Officials of the BCM have been established for 
the energy, transport, defence, environment, and internal affairs sectors and serve to 
ensure cooperation between the respective ministries. 

The BA and the BCM are empowered to take decisions only in the presence of all 
representatives of the Baltic States. The Baltic Council represents cooperation between 
the BA and the BCM. It assembles once a year at which time joint decisions are taken 
by the BA and the BCM, priorities are set for cooperation, as well as accounting is 
made by the BCM about implementation of BA decisions.

Initial development phase of Baltic regional cooperation (1988–1991)

Baltic cooperation began to take shape starting with 8 November 1988 when re-
presentatives of the Baltic independence movements met in Riga, with this phase end-
ing on 8 November 1991 and formal creation of the Baltic Assembly. This process 
began during the Awakening period and provided a solid basis for future activities. 

Academic discussion on the reasons which motivate emergence of regional coop-
eration has not identified a single definite reason, or even what are the necessary pre-
requisites for regional cooperation. One very important contributing factor is that 
states may see regional cooperation as allowing them a greater possibility of realising 
national sectorial interests, in particular, when national resources and capabilities are 
seen as inadequate to achieve the desired results.  International context determines 
emergence of regional cooperation with a view to resolve particular problems more ef-
fectively, to attain enduring social and economic goals, as well as the possibility of 
widening the reach of state power.4  Several reasons can be identified for the emergence 
of cooperation between Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. First, geographical proximity is 
evident.  A common infrastructure and transport system, inter-connection of the en-
ergy system, cross-border cooperation, joint surveillance of their airspace and envi-
ronment are only some of the areas which are marked by being located in a common 
area.

Second, Baltic cooperation had been weak during the inter-war period. During 
the period leading to the start of formal cooperation, representatives of the independ-
ence movements insisted that, “errors committed by the Balts during the inter-war 
years — being unwilling or unable to create a potent system for Baltic cooperation — 
must not be repeated after the Baltic States regain their independence.”5

4 For details see: Feld, J. W., Jordan, R. S., Hurwitz, L. International Organizations: a Comparative Approach. 
2nd edition. New York: Praeger Publishers, 1988; Regionalism in World Politics. Regional Organization and 
International Order. Fawcett, L., Hurrell, A. (eds.). Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995; Archer, C. Inter-
national Organizations. New York: Routledge, 2001; Theories of new regionalism: a Palgrave reader. Söder-
baum, F., Shae, T. M. (eds.). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003.

5 Copy of Minutes of the meeting of 13–14 May 1989. See: the Baltic Assembly archive materials about co-
operation between the independence movements of the Baltic States (November 1988 – October 1991). BA 
Archive, p. 17.
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The third reason was associated with international (external) pressure and the in-
ternational image of a united region. The international state system and the wave of 
regionalism which set in after the end of the Cold War encouraged the emergence of 
many regional cooperation networks. After their independence was restored the Baltic 
States saw themselves, in terms of international relations, as lying in a “grey area” be-
tween Russia and Western Europe, which meant living in a security vacuum. There-
fore, during the late 1980s and early 1990s, when participation in European and trans-
Atlantic organisations was still a distant dream, there was a firm conviction that 
regional cooperation was necessary.6  The international community encouraged efforts 
by the Baltic States to establish regional cooperation. In particular, the Nordic coun-
tries actively promoted the view that strengthening Baltic States cooperation could 
only help in the development of their internal and external policies.7 Internationally 
the Baltic States were regarded as part of a united whole and a region, which would 
naturally be based on common interests, similar development processes, and a similar 
foreign policy outlook.

Fourth, the existence of common internal and external policy issues were evident. 
Economic, social, political, and most emphatically, security problems, as well as miti-
gating the consequences of Soviet occupation, strengthened the determination of the 
Baltic States to take advantage of possibilities offered by regional cooperation to re-
solve common problems. After regaining their independence, Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania set about establishing relations with various international actors, however, 
their financial and personnel resources were limited.  Pooling their resources in repre-
senting Baltic interests in international organisations was an important pre-condition 
for cooperation. 

Representatives of the independence movements realised that activating interna-
tional awareness of the Baltic question, recovery of independence, influencing political 
processes were the most important strategic goals which would be reached quicker 
jointly — cooperating with one another, and, therefore, adoption of important deci-
sions was coordinated. Cooperation between the independence movements developed 
rapidly. Tālavs Jundzis considers that joint actions attracted world-wide attention and 
helped the international community to conclude that the Baltic question was no longer 
an internal affair of the Soviet Union.8

Common goals and ideology were the basis for cooperation between the popular 
movements in the Baltic.9 At their first meeting on 8 November 1988, a communiqué 
was adopted by the Baltic independence movements, agreeing to coordinate their 

6 Ozoliņa, Ž. The Impact of the European Union on Baltic Co-operation; Malfliet, K., Keygnaert, W. The Baltic 
States in an enlarging European Union: towards a partnership between small states? Leuven: Garant Publish-
ers, 1999, p. 132.

7 Interview, on 25 February, 1999 with Rikard Berug, a representative of the Nordic Council, Archive of the 
BA, p. 1.

8 Jundzis, T. Latvijas neatkarības atgūšana. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 3. sēj.: Atjaunotā Latvijas 
valsts. Rīga: Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija, 2013, 61. lpp.

9 Kalniete, S. Baltijas tautu vienotība un tās nozīme Atmodas laikā. Baltijas brīvības ceļš: Baltijas valstu ne-
vardarbīgas cīņas pieredze pasaules kontekstā. Škapars, J. (sast.). Rīga: Zelta grauds, 2005, 87. lpp.
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 activities, to act jointly and jointly to represent their interests. Representatives of the 
independence movements agreed to undertake a broad protest campaign against the 
revisions to the USSR Constitution advocated by Mikhail Gorbachev.10 

At their meeting in Tallinn on 13–14 May 1989, representatives of the Baltic inde-
pendence movements agreed to establish an organisation for cooperation, the Baltic 
Assembly. This agreement stated that, “this future Baltic cooperation is not directed 
against anyone, but is declared to be an expression of the good will of our movements. 
(...) The Parties undertake to assist one another in their activities, to share in a spirit of 
solidarity our difficulties and problems.”11 A group of Baltic parliamentarians was set 
up during this meeting whose principal task was to coordinate positions to be adopted 
at the Congress of USSR People’s Deputies in Moscow. The Baltic Assembly of the inde-
pendence movements adopted joint appeals to international organisations, leaders of 
European countries, developed action plans for transition to a market economy, crea-
tion of a Baltic information system, progressive demilitarisation of the Baltic States, etc. 

Representatives of the independence movements at their meeting in Pärnu, in July 
1989, agreed to establish a Baltic Council, which was to broaden cooperation between 
the independence movements to include deputies from the Supreme Councils (SC), 
re presentatives of ministries and academic institutions. Meetings of the Baltic Council 
occurred at least once a month, at which the internal political situation was assessed, 
common positions were formulated about certain issues (military service by Baltic 
youth in the USSR Army, political and economic independence, the crimes of  Stalin, 
etc.), regular contact was maintained with representatives of European countries, the 
USA, and with democratic forces in the USSR. On 15 July 1989, the Baltic Council 
adopted a  decision to organise the Baltic Way (Baltic Chain) on 23 August of that same 
year.

There were discussions within the framework of the Baltic Assembly, and of the 
Baltic Council of the independence movements, about the necessity to set up an 

10 Kalniete, S. Baltijas tautu vienotība un tās nozīme Atmodas laikā. Baltijas brīvības ceļš: Baltijas valstu ne-
vardarbīgas cīņas pieredze pasaules kontekstā, 87. lpp..

11 Copy of the Minutes of the Meeting of 13–14 May 1989. BA archive, p. 3.
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 institution for economic cooperation in order to smooth the transition to a market 
economy in the Baltic States, to promote economic integration, to set up a single mar-
ket and credit system, etc. An economic cooperation institution — the Baltic Cooper-
ation Council — was established in August 1990, with remit to coordinate economic 
cooperation, and, based on a decision taken at a meeting of the Baltic Council on 
8 September 1989, to create a Baltic Market. Initially, it was the intention of the Baltic 
Cooperation Council that a common concept of the nature of economic independence 
and reduction of dependence on the economy of the USSR to be developed. Following 
inability to agree on a common vision of economic cooperation to overcome competi-
tion by parallel economic structures, the work of the Baltic Cooperation Council 
ended only a few months after it had begun.

On 12 May 1990, at their meeting in Tallinn, Arnold Rüütel, Chairman of the Es-
tonian SC, Anatolijs Gorbunovs, Chairman of the Latvian SC, and Vytautas Lands-
bergis, Chairman of the Lithuanian SC, acknowledged a common desire of their 
 peoples to strengthen cooperation by signing a “Declaration on Unity and Coopera-
tion by the Republic of Estonia, the Republic of Latvia and the Republic of Lithuania”.12 
This act renewed the force of an Agreement which had been signed on 12 September 
1934 on Baltic Cooperation, and created the Council of the Baltic States, composed 
of Chairmen of the Baltic SC’s and their deputies, who could invite their respective 
Prime Ministers, Foreign Ministers, and other officials to participate in sessions.13 An 
important factor contributing to close cooperation between the independence move-
ments were the direct personal contacts between the political leaders. This is proven 
by comments made by the Estonian politician Arnold Rüütel:  “I called Anatolijs Gor-
bunovs and Vytautas Landsbergis on 10 May 1990, and they agreed to come to Tallinn. 
We were able already on May 12th to sign in Tallinn our joint declaration on unity and 
cooperation.”14 

A politically significant event in respect of attracting international attention to the 
Baltic campaigns for independence was the Joint Session of the Supreme Councils of 
the Baltic States, held in Vilnius on 1 December 1990. A number of documents were 
adopted at this session: “An appeal to the parliaments of the world”, “An appeal to the 
Fourth USSR Congress of People’s Deputies”, “Position on relations with the USSR 
Army”, “On ethnic communities”, and  “On the establishment of an inter-parliamentary 
working committee.”15 Representatives of the SC’s of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania 
called upon the world community to come to the assistance of the Baltic States, also 
that the USSR cease its policy of intimidation, political pressure, economic and mili-
tary pressure, to withdraw their armed forces and not to interfere in the internal affairs 

12 Accessible at:  http://vm.ee/sites/default/files/content-editors/web-static/063/1990_05_12_deklaratsioon  
Balti_yhtsus est_ja_koostoost.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016). 

13 Jansons, Ā. Baltijas valstu padome ir realitāte. Latvijas Jaunatne, Nr. 90, 1990, 15. maijs, 1. lpp.
14 Speech by Arnold Rüütel, Vice Chairman of the Riigikogu, at the 6th Session of the Baltic Assembly (21 April 

1995). Reports, speeches and documents of the 6th BA Session. BA Archives, 1995.
15 Baltic States appeal to world parliaments. Executive Intelligence Review, Vol. 17, No. 50, 1990, Dec.  28, 

pp. 52–54. Accessible at: http://www.larouchepub.com/eiw/public/1990/eirv17n50-19901228/eirv17n50- 
19901228_052-baltic_ states_appeal_to_world_pa.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016). 
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of the Baltic States. On this occasion repre-
sentatives of the SC’s also agreed to create an 
inter-parliamentary working group to draft the 
principles for cooperation between the SC’s of 
the Baltic States.

The Council of the Baltic States made an 
important contribution by means of contacts 
that it developed, and through a regular dia-
logue with the Nordic Council (NC), the co-
operation organisation encompassing the 
Parliaments of the Nordic countries. A dele-
gation from the NC officially visited the Baltic 
States in November 1990 and met representa-
tives of the Council of the Baltic States. Re-
presentatives of the NC subsequently pro-
posed two models for cooperation between 
the Baltic States. The first of these models foresaw inclusion of the Baltic States into 
the cooperation model followed by the Nordic countries. Politicians in Nordic coun-
tries did not support this model, pointing out that economic, political, and civil so-
ciety development in the Baltic States was not at a sufficient level that they might 
successfully become a part of Nordic cooperation. The second model foresaw crea-
tion of a political and economic union of the Baltic States, which structurally would 
mimic Nordic cooperation. Politicians in the Nordic countries supported this model 
for cooperation between the Baltic States and their integration, and offered their as-
sistance in setting up such cooperation, strengthening independence of the Baltic 
States, as well as promoting their economic development and the process of democ-
ratisation. A working group of the Baltic States and the Nordic countries was estab-
lished in September 1991 to coordinate creation of a cooperation organisation for the 
parliaments of the Baltic States. However, enthusiasm for cooperation evident during 
the Awakening period had diminished, most markedly, in Estonia. Shortly before 
negotiations were to start on establishing the BA, Estonian parliamentarians ap-
proached representatives of the NC seeking Estonian admission into the NC. Shortly 
after failure of this demarche and the clear position adopted by the Nordic countries 
in favour of Baltic cooperation, the Estonian parliament empowered members of a 
delegation to take part in negotiations.16 On 8 November 1991, delegations of the SC 
of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania signed the “Decision on creation of an Inter-Parlia-
mentary Assembly (BA) by the Republic of Estonia, the Republic of Latvia, and the 
Republic of Lithuania”.

Over the period 1988 to 1991, the practice of “people’s diplomacy” current during 
the Awakening period evolved into institutionalised cooperation between 

16 The basis for this assertion is an interview with Māris Budovkis, Chairman of the BA Latvian Delegation, 
on 24 February 1999; and with Vytautas Landsbergis, member of the BA Lithuanian Delegation, on 15 April 
2002; with Juris Sinka, Deputy Chairman of the BA Latvian Delegation, on 16 May 2000.

Fig. 3. Meeting of the Council of the Baltic States on 
30 June 1991 in Jūrmala, Latvia. Photograph from the 
Chancellery of Saeima
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 inde pendence movements, which other state and non-governmental institutions 
joined.  Margus Kolga insists that, at its peak, cooperation between the Baltic inde-
pendence movements achieved a high degree of popular mutual trust and solidarity.17 
After independence was regained, enthusiasm of independence movements for three-
sided cooperation waned, and was replaced by a more reserved stance. If the various 
proposals made by the independence movements for partnership in a common market 
and customs area, a common education and science area, adoption of a common po-
licy to attract foreign investment were to have been carried through, Baltic cooperation 
would then have proceeded along a path leading to formation of cooperation akin to 
that of the Nordic regional community. However, these initiatives and proposals were 
not acted upon. 

International recognition of the independence of the Baltic States began after the 
failure of the August 1991 putsch, as did renewal of diplomatic links and return of 
these states into the European and trans-Atlantic community of states. All three states 
became Member States of the UN and CSCE/OSCE in September 1991. 

Integration into the international community (1992–1995) 

This phase covers the time period from 24 January 1992, which was the date of the 
first meeting of the BA, to June 1995, at which time all three Baltic States signed Euro-
pean Union Association Agreements with the European Community.

After recovering their independence, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania entered into a 
period of rapidly joining international organisations. Ramūnas Vilpišauskas has 
pointed out that policy-makers in the Baltic States regarded membership of multi- 
lateral and regional cooperative organisations as a very important means of defending 
national interests, of increasing national security, and of furthering economic develop-
ment.18 The list of international organisations that the Baltic States joined at this time 
is extensive. Daunis Auers considers that at that time no Western organisation was 
seen as too slight or marginal that the Baltic States might not join.19 On 5 March 1992, 
the Baltic States, together with eight states in the Baltic Sea region, established the 
Council of the Baltic Sea States. In 1992, the Baltic States became members of the 
World Bank, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund; they became members of the North Atlantic Cooperation 
Council, and were eligible for support under the EU PHARE programme. In 1992, Es-
tonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, signed Trade and Economic Cooperation Agreements 
with the European Community. In July 1994, Estonia and Latvia each signed a Free 
Trade Agreement with the European Community, while Lithuania signed such an 

17 Kolga, M. Quo vadis Baltic defence cooperation. The Estonian Foreign Policy Yearbook 2006. Kasekamp, A. 
(Ed.). Tallinn: Estonian Foreign Policy Institute, 2006, p. 120.

18 Vilpisauskas, R. Baltic States Membership in the WEU and NATO: Links, Problems and Perspectives. Final 
report. Accessible at: http://www.nato.int/acad/fellow/98-00/vilpisauskas.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).

19 Auers, D. Comparative politics and governments of the Baltic States. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania in the 21st 
Century. Houndsmills: Palgrave MacMillan: 2015, p. 196.



403

agreement in January 1995. Estonia and Lithuania were accepted as members of the 
Council of Europe in May 1993, while Latvia became a member two years later. The 
Baltic States joined the NATO “Partnership for Peace” programme in 1994, and be-
came associate members of the Western European Union. In 1994, the Baltic States 
applied for membership of NATO. 

Membership of international organisations was not driven simply by a desire to 
integrate into the European and Transatlantic community; it also meant simultane-
ously distancing themselves, as quickly as possible, from the zone of influence of Rus-
sia, decreasing their dependence on raw materials and energy originating in Russia.20 
At the same time, significant internal reforms were undertaken in the Baltic States — 
strengthening independence, the adoption of constitutions, transformation of the eco-
nomic systems, transition to a free market economy, creation of finance systems, pri-
vatisation, formation of national armed forces, introduction of national currencies, 
social reforms, demarcation of borders, holding the first democratic parliamentary, 
local authority, and presidential elections, etc.

During the period 1992–1994, the Baltic States continued to develop the frame-
work for their cooperation. A Treaty, “Agreement on Baltic parliamentary and govern-
mental cooperation between the Republic of Estonia, the Republic of Latvia and the 
Republic of Lithuania.”21, was signed on 13 June 1994 in Tallinn, which became the 
legal basis for the cooperation of parliaments and representatives of the executive 
branches of the Baltic States. Creation of these institutions for cooperation occurred in 
parallel with the first disputes arising between the Baltic States. In 1993, one arose be-
tween Latvia and Estonia about fishing rights in the Gulf of Riga, as well as one be-
tween Latvia and Lithuania concerning demarcation of their sea-border. In 1994, 
Latvia and Estonia engaged in sharp rhetoric about development of the border city 
Valka-Valga, and the resolution of issues arising thereof. These inter-state disputes 
were not included into the cooperation agenda since the representatives of the Baltic 
States considered that bi-lateral issues and such conflicts needed to be resolved on a 
bi-lateral basis.

Over the time period from 1992 to 1995, a wide range of topics, both internal and 
foreign policy related, were on the agenda of Baltic cooperation (see Fig. 5). The BA 
and the BCM took more than 200 decisions, and concluded a number of tri-lateral 
and bi-lateral cooperation agreements. These decisions are related to economic co-
operation, education, science and culture, withdrawal of the armed forces of Russia 
and relations with Russia, customs and border issues, infrastructure and transport, 
environmental protection, mitigation of the consequences of occupation, social 
 pro blems.

20 Smith, D. The Resurgence of Nationalism. The Baltic States: The National Self-Determination of Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania. Smith, G. (Ed.). Basingstoke: MacMillan, 1994, p. 134.

21 Text accessible at: http://vm.ee/sites/default/files/content-editors/webstatic/486/ 1994_06_Kokkulepe_%20 
parlamentaarsest_ja_valitsustevahelisest_koostoost_eng.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).
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Fig. 4. Agenda of Baltic States’ Cooperation issues. 
Source: Decisions of the BA, the BCM and the Baltic Council, BCM reports on implementation of decisions 
adopted by the BA and the BCM, data on agreements concluded.

While over the period from 1992 to 1995 a wide range of problem areas were part 
of the cooperation agenda for the Baltic parliaments and governments, however, a cer-
tain number of priority directions for cooperation emerged.  

Firstly, resolution of economic problems. The Baltic States coordinated their ef-
forts in the fields of energy, transport, infrastructure, and communications. A concept 
was developed for ensuring energy supply during the winter period, there being well-
founded fears of interruption in energy supplies from Russia; the port of Ventspils was 
identified as having the unique capability to accept deliveries of petroleum products 
from abroad, while that at that time ports in Estonia and Lithuania lacked the requisite 
technical capabilities.22 All three states agreed to cooperate in strengthening the secu-
rity of strategically important transport corridors, as well as developing a common ac-
tion plan to deal with economic pressure exerted by Russia. The Baltic States agreed to 
coordinate foreign assistance, the drafting of trade legislation, to cooperate with re-
spect to border crossing and customs, to promote creation of economic links between 
the Baltic States, as well as to attract foreign investment. 

Secondly, cooperation in the fields of education, science, and culture. On 31 Octo-
ber 1993, in addition to setting up cooperation between educational establishments 
and transfer of experience in drafting education and science legislation, with a view to 
cooperation between the Baltic States in the fields of culture, the arts, and science, 
award of a Baltic Prize was agreed for achievement in the fields of literature, the arts, 
and science, and to strengthen cooperation between these states in literature, the arts, 
and science.23 However, cooperation, in practice, in the fields of education and science, 
met with serious obstacles, which arose from an inability by educational institutions in 
all three states to engage in dialogue.

Thirdly, integration of the Baltic States into the international system. Over and 
above becoming members of global and regional organisations, Estonia, Latvia, and 

22 Documentation of the 3rd Session (29–31 October 1993). BA Archives, 1993.
23 Baltic Assembly Prizes for Literature, the Arts and Science. Accessible at: http://baltasam.org/en/prizes/

baltic-assembly-prize (site last visited 26.01.2016).
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Lithuania pursued a comprehensive approach in establishing relations with sub-re-
gional organisations. A Cooperation Agreement with the NC was signed in Palanga, 
on 30 May 1992, covering cooperation between Baltic Parliaments and the Parliaments 
of the Nordic countries; while on 18 November 1994, a Cooperation Agreement was 
signed in the Hague with the Benelux Inter-Parliamentary Consultative Council for 
cooperation between the Parliaments of the Baltic States, on the one hand, and those 
of Belgium, Netherlands and Luxembourg, on the other hand. The Baltic States sent 
joint appeals and declarations to the United Nations Organisation, NATO, the Western 
European Union, the Council of Europe, the Organisation for Cooperation and Secu-
rity in Europe, and other international legal actors, drawing attention to their precari-
ous situation, including the issue of withdrawal of the Russian armed forces. Questions 
concerning the image of the Baltic and objective information in foreign countries 
about the Baltic States were significant agenda items for Baltic cooperation, whence 
the Baltic States agreed to launch common information campaigns, to achieve inclu-
sion of delegations from the Baltic States in various international organisations, as well 
as organise a robust information campaign acting through the Baltic Information 
 Bureau in Moscow.24

Fourthly, questions related to security and defence of the Baltic States. Pressure 
exerted by Russia on the Baltic States, along with the profound internal political crisis 
of the 1990s in Russia, led the Baltic States to strengthen their cooperation in foreign 
and security policy.25 The Baltic States were unanimous about the necessity of strength-
ening defence cooperation. Arūnas Molis insists that external pressure, practical con-
siderations, and the absence of alternatives encouraged the Baltic States to cooperate 
on defence issues.26 Defence cooperation had already started in 1991, within the 
framework of the Baltic Council, when the Baltic States were invited to develop a com-
mon security concept.27 On 2 June 1992, the Defence Ministers of the Baltic States, 
meeting in Pärnu, signed a Protocol on cooperation in common defence matters, with 
the aim of developing national defence structures, facilitating the development of ef-
fective capabilities,  developing inter-operability with allies, as well as ensuring more 
effective peace keeping activities, and crisis management operations.28 Cooperation 
was deepened though an agreement concluded in 1993 by top commanders of the 
Armed Forces of the Baltic States, to hold regular meetings at the level of commanders, 
as well as by means of an agreement to establish a joint military unit at battalion level 
(BALTBAT).29 Defence cooperation advanced rapidly. Following signature at Visby, on 

24 Reports and Notes of the 4th Baltic Assembly Session (13–15 May 1994). BA Archives, 1994. 
25 Hiden, J., Salmon, P. The Baltic Nations and Europe: Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania in the Twentieth Century. 

London: Longman, 1994, p. 193.
26 Molis, A. Baltic Military Cooperation: Past, Present and Future. Accessible at: http://lfpr.lt/wp-content/up-

loads/2015/08/LFPR-22-Molis.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).
27 BA archive materials about cooperation between the independence movements of the Baltic States (Novem-

ber 1988 – October 1991). BA archive, 1988–1991.
28 Dilāns, A. Baltijas miera uzturēšanas spēku bataljonam 20 gadi: ieguvumi no šī projekta. Accessible at: 

http:// www.sargs.lv/lv/Vesture/Vesture/2015/02/10-01.aspx#lastcomment (site last visited 26.01.2016). 
29 Baltic military co-operation. Accessible at: http://vm.ee/en/baltic-defence-co-operation (site last visited 

26.01.2016).
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3 June 1994, of a Memorandum of Understanding  by the Nordic countries and the 
Baltic States, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed in Copenhagen, on 
11 September 1994, by Great Britain, the Nordic countries, and the Baltic States, as 
well as, the Tri-lateral Agreement, on 13 September 1994, in Riga concerning estab-
lishment and formation of a joint peace-keeping Battalion BALTBAT, the BA called 
upon the executive authorities of the Baltic States to draft and to implement as 
quickly as pos sible a Defence Treaty for the Baltic States.30 Tomas Jermalavičius notes 
that these cooperative projects, which were made possible only thanks to assistance 
from Western Countries, helped to develop Baltic capacity to cooperate within 
NATO.31 An Agreement on Baltic Military and Defence matters was signed on 
27 February 1995.32

Fifthly, cooperation in creating a Baltic market. Despite competition between the 
Baltic States in economic matters, agreements covering economic cooperation and 
trade issues were gradually signed following parliamentary debates and internal dis-
cussions within government bodies. A Protocol on developing a free trade regime was 
signed in Tallinn, on 26 March 1992, which laid the basis for drafting a free trade 
agreement.33 A Free Trade Agreement covering the Baltic States was signed on 13 Sep-
tember 1993 in Tallinn to strengthen European integration processes and to promote 
formation of a Baltic Market,34 the aim of which was to establish a free trade areas and 
economic links. Ērika Šumilo notes that agreement on this document had both sym-
bolic and practical substance.35 There were a number of positive aspects to this event, 
in addition to the economic provision of the agreement: firstly, the Baltic States thereby 
clearly signalled their intention to cooperate, an aspect rated highly by foreign part-
ners; secondly, it accelerated integration into the international economic system, given 
that one of the recommendations made by the EU was to see various regional eco-
nomic initiatives come about; and thirdly, made this market more attractive to foreign 
investors. However, the Baltic States yielded to the temptation of engaging in rivalry, 
being unable to adopt a common strategy for attracting foreign investment to the re-
gion, being unable to propose joint economic projects and a single approach to finding 
export markets.36 Economic cooperation was buttressed by a number of inter-govern-
mental agreements: 1) an Agreement was signed by the Governments of Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania, on 30 August 1994, at Palanga, for mutual assistance in customs 

30 Reports and notes of the 5th Baltic Assembly Session (11–13 November 1994). BA Archives, 1994.
31 Jermalavicius, T. Baltic Military Cooperation: Past, Present and Future. Accessible at: http://www.icds.ee/ 

publications/article/baltic-military-cooperation-past-present-and-future/ (site last visited 26.01.2016).
32 Reports and notes of the 6th Baltic Assembly Session (21–22 April 1995). BA Archives, 1995.
33 Reports and notes of the 3rd Baltic Assembly Session (29–31 October 1993). BA Archives, 1993.
34 Text in Latvian of this agreement is found as, Igaunijas Republikas, Latvijas Republikas un Lietuvas Repub-

likas nolīgums par brīvo tirdzniecību. Accessible at:  http://likumi.lv/doc.php?id=59929 (site last visited 
26.01.2016).

35 Sumilo, E. Trade and Trade Policy Development in the Baltic States after Regaining Independence before 
Joining the EU. XIV International Economic History Congress, 21–25 August 2006, Helsinki, Finland. Ac-
cessible at: http:// www.helsinki.fi/iehc2006/papers3/Sumilo.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).  

36 Reports and notes of the 6th Baltic Assembly Session (21–22 April 1995). BA Archives, 1995.
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matters,37 which provided for coordination of the work of customs agencies and the 
exchange of information; 2) on 9 June 1995, an Agreement was concluded by the 
Govern ments of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, on visa-free travel between these 
states. This Agreement provided for visa-free entry, residence and transit by all holding 
valid travel documents.38  Entrepreneurs in the Baltic States greeted these achievements 
due to actions by the Baltic States in support of development of a free trade area, and 
offered their suggestions for further development and growth in the Baltic region.39 
President of Latvia Guntis Ulmanis basing his remarks on an assessment of economic 
cooperation between the Baltic States, surmised that one of the errors which hindered 
full realisation of the potential for growth inherent in economic cooperation was the 
priority attributed to political decisions over economic benefit.40 The competition fac-
tor is also had been significant as indicated by Jānis Blūms, director of the Mažeikiu 
Nafta Trading House in Latvia, who stated that the Baltic States had in the past worked 
by competing against one another. Development of Baltic-wide enterprises was bede-
villed, in his opinion, by subjective, psychological factors — the desire to be the leader 
of a small undertaking rather than an ordinary member of a large undertaking with 
great prospects.41 

From 1992 onwards, questions relating to the security and stability of Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania which were linked to withdrawal of Russian troops from the Bal-
tic States and demilitarisation of the Kaliningrad region were included as strategically 
the most important items on the agenda of Baltic cooperation. 

Withdrawal of the armed forces of Russia from the Baltic States had more than a 
symbolic impact on the strengthening of their sovereignty. The presence of armed 
forces units of Russia posed a real threat to the independence of the Baltic States.42 The 
presence of these forces in the Baltic States mobilised national parliaments and execu-
tive branches to resolve various sectoral issues, such as, streamlining border procedures, 
developing an energy strategy, and developing communications and infrastructure in 
the Baltic region. The combined efforts of individual Baltic States, all of whom had an 
interest in the withdrawal of the Russian armed forces, resulted in international  support. 
In 1992, the US Senate threatened to stop all humanitarian support for Russia if there 

37 See the text in Latvian, Par Igaunijas Republikas valdības, Latvijas Republikas valdības un Lietuvas Re-
publikas valdības līgumu par savstarpējo palīdzību muitas jautājumos. Accessible at: http://likumi.lv/doc.
php?id=35625 (site last visited 26.01.2016).  

38 See the text in Latvian, Līgums starp Igaunijas Republikas valdību, Latvijas Republikas valdību un Lietuvas 
Republikas valdību par savstarpējo bezvīzu ieceļošanas kārtību. Accessible at: http://likumi.lv/ta/lv/starptau-
tiskie-ligumi/id/820 (site last visited 26.01.2016).  

39 Spīča, I. Baltijas valstu brīvās tirdzniecības attīstības vēsture ceļā uz Eiropas Savienību. See: Latvijas ekono-
mikas integrācija Eiropas Savienībā: vadības problēmas, koncepcijas, metodes = Integration of Latvian econ-
omy in European Union: problems, concepts, methods of management : scientific papers. Rīga: LU, 1999, 
9. lpp. (Latvijas Universitātes zinātniskie raksti = Acta Universitatis Latviensis, 623. sēj.)

40 Lulle, B. Spēku Eiropā saredz Baltijas valstu vienotībā. Neatkarīgā Rīta Avīze, Nr. 197, 2003, 25. aug., 1, 
3. lpp.

41 Ibid.
42 Stanley, A. Russia Agrees to Full Withdrawal of Troops in Estonia by Aug. 31. Accessible at: http://www.

nytimes.com/1994/07/27/world/russia-agrees-to-full-withdrawal-of-troops-in-estonia-by-aug-31.html (site 
last visited 22.01.2016).
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was no further progress in the withdrawal of military forces from the Baltic.43 A docu-
ment adopted at the Summit of the Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
held in 1992 in Helsinki supported the common Baltic effort, appealing to Member 
States to agree peaceful negotiated withdrawal of these armed forces.44 An important 
achievement of organised Baltic cooperation was adoption by the UN Ge neral Assem-
bly of Resolution 47/21 in 1992,45 and of Resolution 48/18,46 in November 1993, which 
called for removal of the armed forces from the Baltic States as quickly as  possible.  

The parliaments of the Baltic States and representatives of their executive branches 
used the BA format to hold regular meetings with political and military representatives 
of Russia. After each meeting, the cooperative organisations of Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania engaged in an intensive information campaign addressing the world com-
munity and drawing their attention to withdrawal of the armed forces of Russia. The 
first negotiation session attended by representatives of the Baltic States and the mili-
tary and political representatives of Russia took place in Riga on 25 January 1992, at 
which occasion possible ways were discussed of resolving the issue of withdrawal of 
the armed forces. Representatives of Russia insisted that bi-lateral negotiations with 
each State individually was the only way to proceed in the matter of withdrawing their 
armed forces from the Baltic States, because, “in each case the internal political situa-
tion is different, and the solutions must, therefore, be different.”47 Bronius Kuzmickas, 
Deputy Chairman of the Lithuanian SC, declared several months later that, “Russia 
does not intend to discuss seriously withdrawal of units of the former Soviet Army; 
borders are still being violated, in particular, the aerial borders, and attempts are made 
even to introduce a new contingent of soldiers. We must regard it as a dangerous 
symptom when Russia seeks to negotiate with us individually and to take advantage of 
our internal developments.”48 In 1994, in the light of the policy pursued by Russia in 
regard to negotiations about withdrawal of its armed forces, Mart Nutt, a member of 
the Estonian parliament, concluded that Russia was using every argument, for exam-
ple, about solving social problems for the armed forces, in order to “play games” with 
the Baltic States for its own selfish reasons.49 

43 Stanley, A. Russia Agrees to Full Withdrawal of Troops in Estonia by Aug. 31. Accessible at: http://www.
nytimes .com/1994/07/27/world/russia-agrees-to-full-withdrawal-of-troops-in-estonia-by-aug-31.html (site 
last visited 22.01.2016).

44 Conference for Security and Co-operation in Europe. Helsinki, 9–10 July 1992, p. 3. Accessible at: http://
www.osce .org/mc/39530?download=true (site last visited 22.01.2016).

45 Complete withdrawal of foreign military forces from the territories of the Baltic States. UN GA Resolution 
A/RES/47/21. 25 November 1992. Accessible at: http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/
RES/47/21 (site last visited 22.01.2016).

46 Complete withdrawal of foreign military forces from the territories of the Baltic States. UN GA Resolution 
A/RES/48/18. 24 November 1993. Accessible at: http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/
RES/48/18 (site last visited 22.01.2016).

47 Notes of the meeting with the top leaders of the military forces of Russia (25 January 1992). BA Archives, 
1992.

48 Presentation by Bronius Kuzmickas, Vice President of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Lithuania at 
the Baltic Assembly (29 May 1992). BA Archives, 1992. 

49 Notes of the meeting with the highest leaders of the military forces of Russia (25 January 1992). BA Ar-
chives, 1992
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A most important precedent was set by Russia in following a bi-lateral approach in 
its cooperation with the Baltic States, in agreeing to withdraw its armed forces from 
Lithuania by 31 August 1992, but delaying to indicate clearly when its armed forces 
might be withdrawn from Estonia and Latvia. Representatives of the Baltic States 
clearly understood the reasons why Russia “played this card”. Vytautas Landsbergis, 
Chairman of the Lithuanian SC, remarked that the fundamental task of the organisa-
tions of Baltic cooperation was to demonstrate to Russia that the Baltic States were 
united and were acting jointly to address this problem.50

The Baltic States were able to demonstrate their capability to formulate, agree and 
express a united position as regards withdrawal of troops from the Baltic States. Based 
on an analysis of official pronouncements and minutes of meetings of the time, Tālavs 
Jundzis, former Defence Minister of Latvia, has questioned the degree of Baltic unity, 
however, emphasising the fact that there was no disagreement between the Baltic States 
about the goal — complete withdrawal, achieved as quickly as possible. T. Jundzis lists 
the following facts that show lack of coordination by the Baltic States in this matter: 
firstly, Lithuania held a referendum about the necessity of withdrawing Russian forces 
in 1992, without achieving a common position with Estonia and Latvia; secondly, 
Lithuania signed an agreement with Russia in August 1992 on withdrawal of its forces 
by 31 August 1993, without coordinating this action with Estonia and Latvia; thirdly, 
on 30 April 1994 Latvia signed a number of Agreements with Russia, including pro-
vision of social guarantees for military pensioners, placing Estonia in a difficult po-
sition.51

A Statement dated 19 January 1994 by the Prime Ministers of the Baltic States con-
stituted a sharp united Baltic reply to the next important challenge to Baltic coopera-
tion; this Statement denounced a new foreign policy concept published by Russia. The 
Baltic States took the view that the concept allowed for retention of Russian armed 
forces in the Baltic, allegedly, to prevent formation of “a security vacuum”; further-
more, Russia openly expressed its view that the Baltic States posed a threat to its vital 
interests.52 The Baltic Prime Ministers demanded that Russia, in the light of this atti-
tude, assume its responsibilities, and withdraw its troops from Estonia and Latvia by 
31 August 1994. The struggle undertaken individually and tri-laterally by Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania to gain international support for their sovereignty ended when 
the last armed forces of Russia were withdrawn from Lithuania by 31 August 1993, and 
from Estonia and Latvia one year later, by 31 August 1994.

The Baltic States acted jointly in reply to Russian political and economic pressure. 
They used various channels of communication, means and methods to inform inter-
national society about Russian aggression, to counteract Russian propaganda, and to 

50 Interview with Vytautas Landsbergis, member of the BA Lithuanian delegation. 15 April 2002, BA Archives, 
p. 2.

51 Jundzis, T. Krievijas karaspēka izvešana no Latvijas 1992–1994: diplomātiska uzvara vai politiska 
piekāpšanās? Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis. A daļa, 68. sēj., 2014, Nr. 3/4, 15–16. lpp.

52 Accessible at: http://repository.un.org/ bitstream/handle/11176/44824/A_49_62%3BS_1994_56-EN.pdf? 
sequence= 21&isAllowed=y (site last visited 26.01.2016).
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dispel myths about the situation of Russian-speakers in the Baltic States.53 Russia regu-
larly “rang alarm bells” and the Baltic States had to mobilise national, regional, and in-
ternational channels and various means, so as to withstand this pressure. Russia con-
tinued to pursue a policy of seeking to split Baltic unity by resorting to different 
strategies for political talks with each country individually.  On 6 May 1994, Pavel 
Grachev, the Defence Minister of Russia, indicated that additional troops might be 
sent to Estonia. The Baltic States perceived this to be a threat not only to Estonia, but 
to all three states. Deputies of the BA reacted incisively to the announcement by Russia 
by adopting a Statement on Pressure from the Russian Federation on the Baltic States. 
By analogy with the 5th security paragraph of NATO the Baltic States formulated their 
common position as follows, “any threat or pressure exerted on one of the Baltic States, 
now or in the future, will be taken as a threat to the security of all three Baltic States.”54 

The time period from 1992 to 1995 proved to be a testing time for the ability of the 
Baltic States to react to the “near abroad” policy implemented by Russia.  Alarm bells 
rang when, on 18 April 1995, Andrei Kozyrev, then Foreign Minister of Russia, stated 
that Russia might resort to military action against neighbouring states if the need arose 
to defend Russian minorities and the human rights of Russian-speaking communities 
living in these countries. The BA issued a Statement in reply to the statement by 
Kozyrev, in which it demanded that other countries and international organisations 
take due note that with this announcement had demonstrated its aggressive nature and 
lack of respect for international legal norms.55 Both parties in their rhetoric did not 
spare their critical remarks of one another; however, Russia had at its disposal an array 
of international propaganda instruments which had been developed and refined dur-
ing the Cold War. The asymmetry of available resources notwithstanding, the BA and 
the BCM were able to neutralise Russian objections. 

The principal factors favouring Baltic cooperation are the international environ-
ment and Russian pressure exerted on the Baltic States, common internal and foreign 
policy issues, particularly ones common to a geographic region, and efforts by the 
Nordic countries to raise Baltic awareness of belonging to a single region. The princi-
pal trends characterising Baltic cooperation over the period from 1992 to 1995, were, 
firstly, the very broad agenda for Baltic cooperation which was influenced by various 
internal and external political factors. All three states took advantage of the potential 
for cooperation to resolve jointly problems which could not have been resolved by one 
state acting alone. Secondly, although an institution for cooperation between the 
 executive branches, the BCM, was created during this period, national political elites, 
particularly those in Estonia, began to take an increasingly reserved view of tri-lateral 
cooperation. The Baltic States did not want to see a situation develop where outside 
observers might see cooperation between the Baltic States as an alternative to their in-
tegration into the EU. Thirdly, in the light of the geopolitical situation and a common 

53 Informal notes of the BA Sessions 1992–1994. BA Archives, 1992–1994.
54 See the text of the Statement, accessible at: http://www.baltasam .org/images/pdf_2012/4th_statement_1.pdf 

(site last visited 26.01.2016).
55 Statement of the Baltic Assembly. Accessible at: http://www.baltasam.org/images/pdf_2012/6th_statement.

pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).
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understanding of the source of security threats, the Baltic States cooperated most 
closely in the security and defence field. Fourthly, due to economic rivalry, economic 
cooperation was slow to develop between the Baltic States, in spite of tri-lateral agree-
ments concluded on economic cooperation. 

Integration into European and Trans-Atlantic organisations  
(1995–2004)

The period of inclusion into the European and Transatlantic community began on 
2 December 1995, when the first session of the Baltic Council was held, and ended on 
1 May 2004, at which time the Baltic States were full members of NATO and the EU. 

A new phase in relations between the Baltic States having set in after withdrawal 
of the armed forces of Russia was completed and Europe Association Agreements were 
signed. The features which characterise cooperation between the Baltic States from 
1995 to 2004 are: integration into European and Transatlantic organisations, compre-
hensive reforms in various sectors, macro-economic stabilisation, attracting foreign 
investment. European integration issues rapidly entered the agenda of Baltic coopera-
tion after signature of the Europe Association Agreements. On 2 December 1995, the 
BA took a decision on the principles to be followed by the national parliaments and 
governments in their relations: firstly, a problem or misfortune that befell one state 
would be considered a problem or misfortune suffered by all three states; secondly, 
threats addressed to one state would be regarded as being addressed to all three states; 
thirdly, the achievements of one state would be regarded as achievements of all three 
states.56

Although signature of the Association Agreements and pre-Accession negotiations 
occurred for each State individually, the EU had always supported regional initiatives. 
The Europe Agreement on Association emphasised the fact that, “Recognizing the 
need for continuing regional cooperation among the Baltic States, taking into account 
that closer integration between the European Union and the Baltic States, the Baltic 
States among themselves and also in a wider regional context, should proceed in 
parallel.”57 Integration of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania into the EU and NATO was a 
factor that at one and the same time promoted and hampered cooperation between 
the Baltic States. Up until the “final straight” leading to membership of the EU and 
NATO fierce rivalry persisted between the Baltic States, although they recognised that 
many inter-state issues and problems could be best resolved at regional level. 

The issue of Baltic integration into the EU substantially impacted cooperation be-
tween the Baltic States. Jeroen Bult is of the opinion that “Estonia, Latvia, and Lithua-
nia could not ignore the fact that Brussels valued very highly close cooperation 

56 Resolution on the Principles of the Unity of the Baltic States. Accessible at: http://www.baltasam.org/images/
pdf _2012/7th_resolution7.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).

57 See the text in Latvian: Par 1995. gada 12. jūnijā Luksemburgā parakstīto Eiropas līgumu. Accessible at: 
http://likumi.lv/doc.php?id=36721 (site last visited 26.01.2016).  
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 between the Baltic States; deliberately ignoring 
one another and setting up obstacles would be 
seen as their being inappropriate for member-
ship of the EU and NATO.”58 The Baltic States 
“ran in this European marathon” individually, 
making use of Baltic cooperation only in order 
to speed up the start of Accession negotiations 
with the EU. Individual Baltic States also sought 
to disassociate themselves from being seen as 
part of a Baltic States entity. Estonian Prime 
Minister Mart Laar stated that: “Although Bal-
tic unity is highly desirable, Estonian interests 
in terms of foreign and economic policy will be 
best served by it going its separate way.”59 Laar 
later claimed that his intention had been to at-
tract more attention to Baltic cooperation, and 
insisted that: “If we do not really start to engage 
in close cooperation, we will not be able to join 
the EU.”60 Laima Andrikiene, Minister for 
 European Affairs of Lithuania, alleged that, the 

process of EU Enlargement had had a negative impact on cooperation between the 
Baltic States since they have gone from being friendly neighbouring states to being 
 enemies.61 However, in her presentation to the BA and the BCM on 28 May 1999, An-
drikiene recognised that, the Baltic States had, nevertheless, been able to rise above 
competition with one another, and had made use of Baltic cooperation to ensure better 
living conditions for their citizens and to resolve issues in various sectors.62

Active cooperation between the Baltic States during the period from 1995 to 2004 
was clearly seen in several sectors, in particularly those which favoured integration 
into the EU and NATO. In terms of the number of decisions and their content, co-
operation between the Baltic States over this period was wide-ranging. The Baltic 
States cooperated in the fields of defence, education, culture and science, harmonised 
border-crossing procedures and trade policies, started projects such as the Via 
Hanseatica and the Via Baltica, set up a customs union and a single economic space, 
coordinated environmental protection projects, undertook joint initiatives to combat 
organised crime, tackled social issues. 

58 Bult, J. A bicycle getting rusty: some thoughts on Baltic cooperation. Estonian Foreign Policy. Yearbook 2010. 
Kasekamp, A. (Ed.). Tallinn: Estonian Foreign Policy Institute, 2010, p. 172.

59 Lārs, M. Baltijas sadarbība — mīts vai realitāte. Neatkarīgā Rīta Avīze, Nr. 213, 1995, 15. sept., 2. lpp.
60 Birkavs, V., Lārs, M. Var pieņemt nepopulārus lēmumus, bet tiem jābūt pareiziem. Diena, Nr. 85, 1996, 

11. apr., 2. lpp.
61 Radzevičūte, A. Lietuva saskata konkurenci starp Baltijas valstīm par iestāšanos ES. Diena, Nr. 146, 1997, 

26. jūn., 1. lpp.
62 Report on Activities of the BA by Dr. Laima Andrikiene, Chairman of the BA Lithuanian delegation (28 May 

1999). BA Archives, 1999. 

Fig. 5. Mečys Laurinkus, Chairman of the BA 
Lithuanian Delegation, Vytautas Landsbegis, Chairman 
of the Lithuanian Parliament, Algirdas Brazauskas, 
President of Lithuania, and Arnold Rüütel, Chairman 
of the BA Estonian Delegation, discussing a resolution 
on integration of the Baltic States into the EU 
and NATO. Vilnius, Lithuania, 7 November 1997. 
Photograph from the archives of Seimas Chancellery
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On 16 June 1996, in order to demonstrate their desire to be an active part of Euro-
pean economic integration, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania signed a free trade agree-
ment for agricultural products.63 In order to enhance free trade among the Baltic 
States, which was an important pre-condition for European integration, the Baltic 
States signed, on 20 November 1997, an Agreement to eliminate non-tariff trade bar-
riers, with the aim of furthering their integration into the EU and to improve regional 
cooperation in terms of free trade in agricultural products.64 These steps to further 
economic cooperation were well received by international partners, who were of the 
opinion that mutual cooperation would allow these states to function better later as 
EU member states. Cooperation between the Baltic States was enhanced, but in terms 
of the economy, the Baltic States only implemented those measures associated with in-
tegration into the EU. Eitvydas Bajarūnas insists that, in regard to economic coopera-
tion, the deciding factor was competitiveness.65 

At this stage, the Baltic States lived according to double standards as regards inte-
gration into the EU. Given clear references to cooperation in the Association Agree-
ments signed in 1995, cooperation proceeded in wave-like fashion, sector by sector, 
where the Baltic States were not troubled by competitions, or where it indeed presented 
them with significant advantages. However, during this period, there was no evidence 
of a strategic vision about exploiting the advantages of cooperation evident. For exam-
ple the proposal made by BCM representatives from Latvia to enhance economic and 
political cooperation by setting up a common Baltic border and lessening the impor-
tance enjoyed up to then by internal borders did not find favour with the political 

63 See the text in Latvian: Igaunijas Republikas, Latvijas Republikas un Lietuvas Republikas līgums par brīvo 
tirdzniecību ar lauk saimniecības precēm. Accessible at: http://m.likumi.lv/doc.php?id=210742 (site last 
 visited 22.01.2016).

64 See the text in Latvian, Latvijas Republikas, Igaunijas Republikas un Lietuvas Republikas līgums par ārpus-
tarifu barjeru atcelšanu tirdzniecībā. Accessible at: http://likumi.lv/ta/lv/starptautiskie-ligumi/id/872 (site 
last visited 22.01.2016).

65 Bajarūnas, E. Lithuania’s security dilemma. The Baltic States: security and defence after independence. Ham, P. 
(Ed.). Paris: Western European Union Institute for Security Studies, 1995, p. 21.
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leadership of Estonia and Lithuania.66 The same was repeated in 2001 when the 
Lithuanian parliament suggested developing scenarios and action plans such that the 
Baltic States after Accession to the EU might take advantage of Baltic cooperation to 
present joint proposals for projects financed by the EU. The Estonian reply was clear, 
that such action was solely within the national competence of every state. The Baltic 
States cooperated only on political matters, a narrow sector, closing “the door” on 
wider social and economic cooperation. The Russian crisis of 1998 was a powerful ar-
gument in favour of widening cooperation, however, the Baltic States preferred to ig-
nore it.67

Cooperation between the Baltic States in respect of integration into NATO was 
oriented towards setting up a broad partnership. In January 1996, the Defence Minis-
ters of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania signed a tri-lateral agreement on cooperation be-
tween their national armed forces. Mindaugas Jurkynas considers that cooperation 
between the Baltic States in the defence field was the most auspicious.68 Tomas 
Jermalavičius confirms this, adding that integration into NATO enhanced Baltic 
partner ship and led to extensive cooperation. External pressure and engagement were 
critical factors, in that none of the Baltic military projects were possible to have been 
realised in the absence of these factors.69

In 1998, the Baltic States concluded a number of agreements resulting in creation 
of several defence projects: first, a Baltic Naval Squadron (BALTRON) was formed; 
second, the Baltic Defence College was founded (BALTDEFCOL); third, an agreement 
was concluded for creation of an Air Surveillance System (BALTNET).70 Tomas 
Jermalavičius insists that these joint BALT-projects not only upgraded military ca-
pabilities and skill, resulted in Western-style units appearing, but also taught partici-
pants how to cooperate, as a result of which Baltic States’ cooperation can be seen as a 
success story, a certain degree of political rivalry notwithstanding.71

The most important international political powers which the BA and the BCM 
engaged during this period of time were the Nordic and the Benelux countries. The 
BA significantly strengthened its contacts with the NC and the Benelux Inter-parlia-
mentary Consultative Council, because this particular cooperation was viewed as the 
best means to achieve rapid integration into the EU and NATO. The Nordic and Bene-
lux countries, acting through their cooperation organisations, were able to give politi-
cal and economic support to the Baltic States, and shared their experience about inte-
grating into the EU and NATO. Both the Nordic and Benelux countries insisted on 

66 Pabriks, A. The Foreign Policy of Latvia. Smith, D. J., Pabriks, A., Purs, A., Thomas, L. The Baltic States: 
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. London: Routledge, 2002, p. 128.

67 Ibid.
68 Jurkynas, M. Interstate cooperation in the Baltic. How deep is your love?: the Baltic Brotherhood re-examined.  

Vilnius: Vilnius University, 2007, p. 140.
69 Jermalavicius T. Baltic cooperation: past, present, future. Estonian Foreign Policy. Yearbook 2009. Kasekamp, 

A. (Ed.). Tallinn: Estonian Foreign Policy Institute, 2009, p. 133.
70 Baltijas valstu militārā sadarbība. Accessible at: http://www.mod.gov.lv/lv/Par_aizsardzibas_nozari/Politikas 

_istenosana/Baltijas_valstu_milit_sadarbiba.aspx (site last visited 22.01.2016). 
71 Jermalavicius, T. Baltic cooperation: past, present, future, pp. 131–133.
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the need to strengthen cooperation with the 
Baltic States in the context of regional organi-
sations, in this way exchanging experience and 
views, as well as raising the public interna-
tional appreciation of the Baltic region. Co-
operation with both of these regional group-
ings was highly significant, leading to an 
exchange of experience about the reforms that 
were needed in EU and Transatlantic integra-
tion.72

Assessing of reports by the executive 
branch concerning implementation of deci-
sions taken by the BA, it is noteworthy that 
overall over this period the BCM implemented 
approximately 85% of recommendations made 
by the BA.73 In this way the BA and the BCM 
sought to regulate internal and external issues 
of the Baltic States, and ensured regular dia-
logue of these states with international partners, and either indirectly or directly lob-
bied the interests of the Baltic States in the EU and NATO. Hanna Ojanena considers 
that integration of the Baltic States into the EU nevertheless led to improvement of 
their mutual relations, and forced these states to acknowledge their common problems 
and interests.74 However, many projects were initiated during this time and then ne-
glected, since the most important goal of cooperation between Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania during this period was to harmonise their laws and to implement projects 
which would be judged as positive by the EU and NATO. 

Russia as an external factor capable of influencing the agenda of the Baltic States 
did not go away during the process of integration into the EU and NATO.75 With in-
tensification of efforts by the Baltic States to attain membership of the EU and NATO, 
the issue of Russia in the agenda of Baltic cooperation came to be seen in a different 
light, because Russia was perceived to be a dangerous neighbour, one that presented 
false information about the Baltic States to international organisations. With a view to 
strengthening cooperation between the Baltic States and in order to demonstrate their 
capacity and credibility as partners, the BA adopted the Resolution on Defence 
 Cooperation and the Resolution on the Principles of Unity of the Baltic States. The 

72 Kasekamp, A. Baltic States and the EU: a rocky road from “outside” towards the “core”. The Baltic States in 
the EU: yesterday, today and tomorrow. Studies and reports.  July 2013, p. 23. Accessible at: http://www.
delorsinstitute.eu/011-16347-The-Baltic-states-in-the-EU-yesterday-today-and-tomorrow.html (site last visit ed 
22.01.2016).

73 Overview on implementation of BA recommendations. BA Archives, 2000. 
74 Ojanen, H. Assessment of the Nordic Council of Ministers’ policies for the adjacent areas: Small but smart. 

Finnish Institute of International Affairs. 2005, p. 19. Accessible at: http://www.norden.org/naromraaden/
uk/naer-m-app.pdf (site last visited 22.01.2016).

75 Baumanis, T. Latvijas integrācija Eiropas struktūrās — drošības politikas risinājums. Rīga: Latvijas Ārpolitikas 
institūts, 1996, 87. lpp.

Fig. 7.  Mart Siimann, Prime Minister of Estonia, 
Guntars Krasts, Prime Minister of Latvia, 
Vytautas Pakalnišķis, Minister of Justice of Lithuania, 
signing a declaration of the Baltic Council. Ventspils, 
Latvia, 9 May 1998. Photograph from the archives of 
Seimas Chancellery
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two resolutions were linked by repeated assertions that a threat to one Baltic State 
shall be seen as a threat to all three Baltic States.76 However, the political rhetoric of 
the Baltic States contained in these documents is very diplomatic. One explanation for 
this derives from hints received from international sources about the need to establish 
good and friendly relations with Russia as a pre-condition for successful membership 
of the EU and NATO. 

The issue of Russia as an agenda item for the BA and the BCM came and went re-
acting to pronouncements by Russia. The first signal that caused representatives of the 
BA and the BCM to be vigilant was received at a conference held on 5–6 September 
1997 in Vilnius, on the topic of the co-existence of nations and good neighbourly rela-
tions, at which time the Prime Minister of Russia, Viktor Chernomyrdin offered to 
extend security guarantees to the Baltic States. The Presidents of the Baltic States re-
acted by stating that the Baltic States had decided to join NATO.77 On 24 October 
1997, at the occasion of signing the Border Treaty between the Russian Federation and 
Lithuania, President of Russia Boris Yeltsin put forward a proposal for security guar-
antees for the Baltic States. The BA reacted sharply, on 8 November 1997, to the initia-
tive of the Russian President of security guarantees and measures to build confidence 
in relations between the Baltic States and Russia, by issuing a Declaration which 
clearly presents a common position that the Baltic States see their security to be guar-
anteed by becoming members of European and Transatlantic structures.78 Valdis 
Birkavs, speaking on behalf of the BCM noted that unilateral and multi-lateral secu-
rity guarantees are not part of the modern multi-lateral European security system.79 
Arnold Rüütel, as Chairman of the BA Estonian delegation expressing the Estonian 
position, stated that the proposal made by Russia was not intrinsically unacceptable: 
“To the contrary, we must be happy if Russia were to understand by this proposal that 
it will remove its armed forces and offensive military capabilities from the vicinity of 
the Baltic borders and deploy them in central Russia, call home its young army pen-
sioners who are citizens of Russia, resolve border issues conforming to international 
treaties in force, etc.”80 Algirdas Brazauskas, President of Lithuania, was insistent that 
Lithuania would not accept the security guarantees offered by Russia, stating that “we 

76 Resolution on the Principles of Unity of the Baltic States. Accessible at: http://www.baltasam.org/images/ 
pdf_2012/7th_resolution7.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016); Resolution on Defence Cooperation. Accessible 
at: http:// www.baltasam.org/?DocID=439 (site last visited 26.01.2016).

77 Press news on the conference “Coexistence of nations and good neighborly relations: a guarantee of Euro-
pean security and stability” on 5–6 September 1997 in Vilnius (Lithuania). Accessible at: http://www.
friends-partners.org/friends/ news/omri/1997/09/970908I.html (site last visited 22.01.2016).

78 Declaration relating to Statements concerning Guarantees of Security for the Baltic States and Measures 
for Strengthening Trust in the Relations between them and Russia made by Russian President Yeltsin on 
24th October 1997. Accessible at: http://www.baltasam.org/images/pdf_2012/11th_declaration.pdf (site last 
visited 22.01.2016).

79 Report by Dr. Valdis Birkavs, Foreign Minister of Latvia on Baltic Cooperation and Enlargement of Euro-
At lantic Institutions at the 11th Session of the Baltic Assembly (7–8 November 1997). BA Archives, 1997.

80 Co-report of the Deputy Chairman of the BA Presidium Arnold Rüütel (7 November 1997). BA Archives, 
1997.
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are, nevertheless, happy at their evident good will, demonstration of friendship, and 
deepening of our cooperation in the fields of the economy, social security and envi-
ronmental protection.”81 

These events demonstrated that when faced with threats, cooperation between the 
Baltic States is quickened, it consolidates forces and overcomes rivalry. 

Another essential aspect of Russian behaviour which entered the agenda of Baltic 
States’ cooperation appeared in May 1988 when representatives of the BA and BCM 
formulated joint support for Latvia in reply to accusations by Russia about violation of 
human rights and the rebirth of neo-fascism following the events of 16 March. Official 
records of the meetings between parliamentarians and representatives of the executive 
branches contains little detailed information about discussions, the position of the Bal-
tic States was stated explicitly in the Resolution on Accusations by the Russian Federa-
tion against the Republic of Latvia, wherein it is emphasised that the accusations le-
velled by Russia were rather threatening in their tone and were an intrusion into the 
internal affairs of Latvia,82 and the intention of the Baltic States to become a part of a 
secure and stable Euro-Atlantic community are reiterated in the Declaration of the 
Baltic Council stressing the “need to develop active dialogue with neighbouring 
states.”83

After the year 2000, the Russian question appeared only occasionally on the Baltic 
States cooperation agenda. From time to time, resolutions were adopted reminding of 
the fact that the Baltic State cooperation institutions have not completely “closed their 
eyes” on Russia. One contributing factor to decreased attention paid to Russia in the 
Baltic States’ cooperation agenda was signature on 24 October 1997 of a Border Treaty 
between Lithuania and Russia. Lithuania, who had up to then been the most active in 
bringing issues related to Russia to the Baltic States’ cooperation agenda, subsequently 
became more restrained, in the light of the ongoing process of integration into 
NATO.

International pressure, in particular that exerted by the EU and NATO, to develop 
further Baltic States’ cooperation, common internal and foreign policy problems are 
prerequisites for Baltic cooperation. The following were the important trends for 
 cooperation between the Baltic States during the period of time from 1994 to 2004: 
first, striking instances appeared uncovering discrepancies in cooperation between the 
Baltic States. On the one hand, the Baltic States had a bi-lateral relationship with the 
EU and NATO, while on the other hand, these relations took the form of integration 
with the EU and NATO in a number of fields. The Baltic States slowly grew out of their 
“fear” that Baltic regional cooperation might be taken as an alternative to integration 
into the EU. Second, during this period of time, Russia and persistent Russian objec-
tions were a factor tending to unite the Baltic States. Cooperation between the Baltic 

81 Speech by the President of the Republic of Lithuania at the Session of the 11th Baltic Assembly. BA Archives, 
1997.

82 Full text accessible at: http://www .baltasam.org/images/pdf_2012/12th_resolution4.pdf (site last visited 
22.01.2016).

83 Declaration of the Baltic Council (9 May 1998). BA Archives, 1998.
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States in regard to Russia showed the same dynamic as in previous periods, i.e. when-
ever Russian pressure increased on the Baltic States, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania at 
parliamentary and executive power level were able to formulate a common position 
both regionally and internationally. However, whenever Russian interest in the Baltic 
States waned, expressions of mutual support became weaker. Third, the Conclusion on 
15 July 1997 by the European Commission to recommend opening of negotiations for 
accession only with Estonia compelled Lithuania and Latvia to mobilise their efforts 
to strengthen Baltic cooperation right after having heard that the European Commis-
sion had decided to give five Central and Eastern European countries and Cyprus a 
positive assessment.  Although Estonia’s inclusion in the first round of accession nego-
tiations was officially not decided until December 1997 at the Luxembourg Summit, 
the news of the Commission’s positive recommendation and Estonia’s inclusion in the 
“five plus one” group was important. Andres Kasekamp is of the opinion that, whereas, 
initially, Latvia and Lithuania had been thrown into confusion at being left outside of 
the Accession negotiations, the success of Estonia forced them to redouble their 
 efforts.84

On 29 March 2004, the Baltic States joined the NATO alliance, while on 1 May 
2994 they became Member States of the EU. Joining the EU and NATO represented 
achieving major strategic goals and signalled a new period in the development of the 
Baltic States. These events produced substantial consequences for cooperation between 
the Baltic States, leading to its political and institutional reform. 

Reforms of Baltic Cooperation (2005–2007)

The reform period runs from 2005 to 2007, during which time political reforms 
set in for cooperation between the Baltic States. Membership by the Baltic States of the 
EU and NATO, uncertainty about the development of regional cooperation in an en-
larged Europe, the growing impact of globalisation, waves of reform carried out by 
most international organisations resulted in the question posed as to what should be a 
new direction for cooperation between the Baltic States. The Baltic States considered 
that their membership of the European and Transatlantic communities would offer 
political and military security and, therefore, intra-Baltic cooperation was relegated to 
second place.85 Prior to their joining the EU and NATO, the Baltic States felt that this 
membership of the European and Transatlantic communities would be a “medicine” 
that would cure all issues that beset cooperation between the Baltic States. Estonia had 
initiated, in 2003–2004, a number of institutional changes in the BA and the BCM 
which took the form of reducing financial support by more than 30–40% for Baltic co-
operation, with the expectation that the institutions of Baltic cooperation would be 

84 Kasekamp, A. Baltic States and the EU: a rocky road from “outside” towards the “core”. 
85 Bult, J. A bicycle getting rusty: some thoughts on Baltic cooperation. Estonian Foreign Policy. Yearbook 2010, 

p. 18.



419

wound up within one year after joining the 
EU and NATO.86 With respect to reform of 
cooperation between the Baltic States there 
were a number of fundamental problems that 
were solved for the BCM during 2003 and 
2004, but which required two additional 
years for the BA.

The Foreign Relations Committee of the 
Estonian Parliament was the most active 
party in reforms of cooperation between the 
Baltic States, presenting, in 2005, findings of 
a study with the following recommendations 
for reform: first, Baltic cooperation must 
come to represent a common Baltic position 
in important international questions; second, 
the interests of the Baltic States must  be ef-
fectively represented in the EU; third, it must 
take on the function of a bridge between re-
gions; fourth, exchanging experience in order 
to improve the quality of legislation and in solving concrete problems.87 Aili Ribulis, 
one of the authors of this study, stated clearly that the cooperation model needed to be 
reformed; however, recommendations offered in this study are expressed in general 
terms, and do not call for development of a strategic model for cooperation between 
the Baltic States. The Lithuanian Parliament offered its position concerning the future 
model for Baltic States’ cooperation, which called for greater powers to be given to the 
BA to adopt legally binding acts, together with strengthening Baltic cooperation in the 
fields of the economy, trade, transport and infrastructure, as well as in other sectors. 
The Latvian Parliament recommended review of the cooperative mechanisms between 
the BA and the BCM.88 Partners of the Baltic States took an active part in these reform 
discussions, appealing for restraint and not to adopt hasty decisions. Gabriel Romanus, 
President of the NC, remarked in 2004 that, “nine years ago Sweden discovered that 
the status of a candidate for membership of the EU greatly differed from its status as a 
member state. When sitting at the EU table states must have to hand their agreed 
 positions.”89 Jean-Marie Happart, a member of the Belgian delegation, emphasised the 
fact that, “many issues must be resolved by Member States at home. No one in Brussels 

86 This conclusion is based on informal interviews by the author in 2005–2006 with members of the BA Dele-
gations of representatives of Latvia and Lithuania in preparing her doctoral thesis. See: Laizāne-Jurkāne, M. 
Baltijas valstu reģinālo organizāciju darbības un attīstības tendences. Rīga: Latvijas Universitāte, 2007, 
259 lpp.

87 Ribulis, A. Baltic parliamentary cooperation between the past and the future. Estonian Foreign Policy. Year-
book 2006. Tallinn: Estonian Foreign Policy Institute, 2006, pp. 137–154.

88 Minutes of meetings about the reform process. BA Archives, 2005–2007.
89 Notes of the meeting between Boards of the BICC and the Presidium of the Baltic Assembly (2 July 2004). 

BA Archives, 2005.

Fig. 8.  Meeting of the BA presidium with 
Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga, State President of Latvia, to 
discuss the development of cooperation between 
the Baltic States. Riga, Latvia, 9 February 2007. 
Photograph from the archives of the Chancellery of the 
State President of Latvia
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will be interested in cross-border police cooperation issues, these must be resolved at a 
Baltic level. It is only through understanding the twists and turns of the corridors of 
power in Europe that the Baltic States will appreciate the fact that you will traverse the 
European labyrinth more easily if you move together.”90 However, the Baltic States 
were deaf to this advice offered by their international partners. Pertti Joenniemi sug-
gests an explanation for this outcome in that cooperation between the Baltic States 
might have been seen by them as an  instrument only useful during the transition pe-
riod of their re-entry into the international community.91 

In political debates about reform of the cooperation none of the involved parties 
doubted the need for cooperation between the Baltic States, but instead, they focussed 
on the strategy and tactics to be followed by Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania given their 
new international standing. The Baltic States were aware that by terminating the estab-
lished format for tri-lateral cooperation they would lose, first, the instruments to 
present their national interests in the field of international politics; second, the possi-
bility to resolve specific problems in a tri-lateral forum. However when the reforms 
which were actually carried out of the institutions for Baltic States’ cooperation are as-
sessed it is evident that the reforms were superficial, with the goal of reducing the per-
sonnel and financial resources allocated for cooperation. New goals for cooperation 
were formulated for the BCM and the BA, the number of committees was reconsid-
ered, financial support was decreased, as were the number of delegated representa-
tives. 

Despite review of Baltic States’ cooperation being the principal watchword for this 
period, the BA and the BCM in their activities over the time period from 2005 to 2007 
focussed their attention on a number of cooperative projects, alignment of their inte-
rests and presentation internationally of common positions.

90 Notes of the meeting between Boards of the BICC and the Presidium of the Baltic Assembly (2 July 2004). 
BA Archives, 2005.

91 Joenniemi, P., Browning, C. S. Regionality beyond security: the Baltic Sea Region after Enlargement. Coope-
ration and Conflict. Vol. 39, No. 3, 2004, Sept., p. 243.
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Activities of the BA and the BCM focussed on social and health care issues, legal 
issues, cooperation in education, science, and culture, and emigration issues, environ-
mental protection, the development of information technology. Over this period, co-
operation was strengthened with the Nordic countries, relations were gradually devel-
oped with the Visegrad countries, and with the new EU neighbours. Questions related 
to the Baltic States becoming members of the Schengen zone were put on the agenda 
for cooperation with the Benelux countries, as well as strengthening regional econ-
omic cooperation, and cross-border cooperation. Issues related to coming to an agree-
ment on borders with Russia (by Estonia and Latvia) remained outside the agenda of 
Baltic States’ cooperation, as well as economic and trade cooperation, formulation of 
joint projects to attract EU financing. Cooperation during this period was very super-
ficial, which may be explained both by the ongoing reform process, as well as scant ex-
perience as EU member states.

A number of initiatives for cooperation with Russia were put in hand during this 
period, seeking to include these in a tri-lateral dialogue that included the Nordic coun-
tries. Latvia undertook to be particularly involved in furthering Baltic–Russia–Nordic 
States relations, and proposed organising joint meetings by representatives of the Bal-
tic States, the Nordic countries, the USA, and Russia, in order to develop contacts and 
to promote the political dialogue.92 This development can be largely explained by the 
NC and the Nordic Council of Ministers appeals for the Baltic States to formulate a 
common policy towards Russia, and jointly to implement cooperative projects with 
Russia, in the framework of the Northern Dimension and the EU Neighbourhood 
Policy initiative.93 

A programme was developed in 2005 for cooperation between Baltic and Nordic 
parliamentarians wherein it was specified that one of the aims of this cooperation was 
to create a “bridge” to the new EU neighbours in the economic and political fields, in 
the development of civil society and creation of a network of non-governmental or-
ganisations, as well as in raising the security of citizens.94 However, this period of a 
“thaw” in relations was frozen during the second half of 2005 because the Russian del-
egation sought to use the new cooperation format to denounce Estonia and Latvia 
about the treatment of Russian-speakers in these countries. 

International pressure, particularly, that due to the Nordic countries, to preserve 
Baltic States’ cooperation was the principal driving force for Baltic cooperation during 
this time. The principal trends of Baltic States’ cooperation between 2005 and 2007 are 
the following: first, the new international status of these countries left them the illusion 
of a need to find a convincing individual approach, i.e. the Baltic States sought to dis-
tance themselves from one another and from regional cooperation, in that they felt 

92 Notes from the meeting of the BA Presidium with Gennady Khripel, Chairman of the delegation of the 
Council of Federation at the BSPC and Deputy Chairman of the Committee of the Council of Federation on 
International Affairs in Riga (18 December 2004). BA Archives, 2004.

93 Notes from joint meetings between the Presidiums of the Baltic Assembly and the Nordic Council in 2004–
2005. BA Archives, 2005.

94 Report on Baltic – Nordic Parliamentary Cooperation. Accessible at: http://www.baltasam.org/images/
front/_pdf/ BA_NC_AHG_Report.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016). 
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that their new status presented them with new opportunities and provided them with 
security guarantees; second, pressure from the Nordic countries and the Benelux 
countries, unpredictable international developments, relentless pursuit by Latvia in fa-
vour of retaining tri-lateral cooperation were the principal reasons why cooperation 
between the Baltic States survived. 

Renewal of Baltic cooperation (2008–2015)

The renewal of Baltic States’ cooperation dates was from the beginning of 2008 
when, as a result of the global financial and economic crisis, due to worsening relations 
between Estonia and Russia, as well as the global security situation, the agenda for Bal-
tic States’ cooperation was reviewed. The EU Baltic Sea Region Strategy was adopted 
in October 2009 which called for an integrated approach to resolving regional pro-
blems. The report by T. Stoltenberg of 9 October 2009 concerning cooperation in 
 foreign and security policy by the Nordic countries offered 13 recommendations for 
closer cooperation between the Nordic countries.95 The Baltic States undertook to be 
active participants in implementing the Eastern Partnership Programme as adopted at 
the EU Prague Summit in May 2009. The Report by the NB8 Wise Men, which ap-
peared in August 2010, contained 38 practical recommendations on how to improve 
cooperation between the Baltic States and the Nordic countries.96 Estonia joined the 
Euro zone in 2011, Latvia, in 2014, and Lithuania, in 2015. In the first half of 2015, 
Lithuania assumed the Presidency of the EU Council, while Latvia discharged this ob-
ligation during the first half of 2015. The conflict between Russia and Georgia in 2008, 
the annexation of Crimea by Russia and aggression in Eastern Ukraine in 2014 re-acti-
vated Baltic States’ cooperation in the field of security and defence. The agenda, direc-
tion and format of cooperation between the Baltic States was increasingly strongly in-
fluenced by EU Multi-annual Budget discussions, EU Eastern Partnership projects, 
reform of the Common Agricultural Policy, use of EU funds for regional projects in 
the transport, infrastructure, and energy fields, internal and external security chal-
lenges, limited national resources for sustainable growth, migration and the refugee 
crisis. New issues that appeared on the agenda for Baltic cooperation were emigration, 
macro-economic instability, and a decline in competitiveness. Reforms of the format 
of Baltic cooperation proceeded very quickly during this phase accepting the new offer 
by Estonia, i.e. to engage members of national parliamentary committees, in this way 
strengthening closer coordination of cooperation between the national parliaments 
and executive branches of the Baltic States.

The ability of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania to formulate a clear agenda for co-
operation was a feature of this period, with agenda items oriented towards a medium- 

95 Stoltenberg, T. Nordic Cooperation on Foreign and Security Policy. Accessible at: https://www.mfa.is/media/ 
Frettatilkynning/Nordic_report.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).

96 Birkavs, V., Søren, G. NB8 wise man report. Accessible at: https://www.utanrikisraduneyti.is/media/S kyrslur/
NB8-Wise-Men-Report.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).
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to long-term vision for various sectors: the economy and financial markets, education 
and science, energy, infrastructure and transport, joint projects in the field of health 
care provision. On 17 March 2015, Toomas Hendrik Ilves, President of Estonia, clearly 
described the potential for cooperation between the Baltic States clearly pointing out 
how not to fritter away the power inherent in such cooperation:

It exists only so far as you pay for it. And that is very serious. Baltic cooperation is 
not sort you know — Latvia! Igaunija! It is about paying for things together — for joint 
projects. It is not about signing of joint declarations that no one bothers to read as 
these have been written in very boring English. It is about building a highway together, 
building a railroad together. It is about buying of javelin missiles together, or tanks. 
But it means that you all have to do your share. If you are not willing to pay for it then 
it really only comes down to singing —  Igaunija, Latvija and Lietuva. And that is not 
cooperation. That’s sort of feel good staff. Cooperation costs money, time, energy. You 
have staff doing things.97

The time period from 2008 to 2015 has been marked by progress in various 
 projects, first, the RailBaltic project. In 2013, the Baltic States, Finland, and Poland 
signed a Memorandum of Understanding to set up a Joint Undertaking, and on 12 No-
vember 2014 a Joint Undertaking RB Rail was founded. On 22 June 2015, the Trans-
port Ministers of the Baltic States, Poland, and Finland signed a joint declaration. Cur-
rently each party is doing its homework in terms of technical planning and economic 
calculations. Second, regional cooperation has become more active, in particular be-
tween 2013 and 2015, in the energy sector98 — various joint tests of energy security 
were carried out, an action plan is being drawn up for securing energy supplies and a 

97 Interview 1:1 by Inga Sprinģe: Tomass Hendriks Ilvess. Accessible at: http://ltv.lsm.lv/lv/raksts/17.03.2015-
11-inga-springe--tomass-hendriks-ilvess-eng.id45903/ (site last visited 26.01.2016). 

98 Paraksta Deklarāciju par Baltijas valstu enerģijas piegāžu drošību. Accessible at: https://em.gov.lv/lv/jaunu-
mi/3856-paraksta-deklaraciju-par-baltijas-valstu-energijas-piegazu-drosibu (site last visited 26.01.2016).
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long-term road map is being designed for energy security, development of the syn-
chronisation plan, etc. 

The Baltic States in the framework of membership of the EU have come with se-
veral initiatives in the fields of cybersecurity, a single energy market, the digital eco-
nomy, and other fields as well. Delivering assistance to Eastern Partnership countries 
is an agenda item for Baltic States’ cooperation being done in the framework of EU 
policies. Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania have actively developed cooperation in the field 
of defence and security which is expressed by the framework document signed 
29  January 2013 for Baltic military cooperation, a single position to be created in the 
framework of NATO, organisation of joint military exercises, close cooperation in es-
tablishing a NATO Centres of Excellence (the NATO Strategic Communications Cen-
tre of Excellence in Riga, the NATO Energy Security Centre of Excellence in Vilnius, 
and the NATO Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence in Tallinn), as well as 
by the Memorandum on Cooperation in Cybersecurity issues adopted by the Baltic 
States on 4 November 2015. 

In the light of a wide range of initiatives, decisions, and projects in various sec-
tors during this time period, cooperation will be assessed according to four priority 
regional directions. The first of these relates economic cooperation by the Baltic 
States — export, foreign investment, sectorial cooperation, tax policy. Cooperation in 
this sector comes in waves and not all decisions by the Baltic national parliaments 
and executive branches are appropriate. The BCM has given a very clear reply to a BA 
recommendation on harmonisation of tax policies — cooperation in the field of tax 
policy is limited to exchange of information and examples of best practice, since 
every country has its own tax policy.99 This applies to attraction of foreign invest-
ment as well. The BCM has been reserved in regard to a BA recommendation on de-
veloping a coordinated approach to attracting foreign investment, i.e. the Baltic States 
compete with one another to attract foreign investments, although they might co-
operate to popularise the Baltic region as an attractive area for international invest-
ments.100 The same can be said about parliamentary initiatives regarding export of 
agricultural products to international markets. The Baltic executive branches have 
taken the view that they might look at the possibility of creating a single label for 
agri cultural products and jointly to use EU funds to support production of strategi-
cally important agricultural produce101; however, this initiative has not advanced be-
yond discussion.

After nearly 30 years, cooperation between the Baltic States has returned to an 
issue which was first raised by the independence movements, namely, cooperation in 
the field of tourism. A protocol was signed in Vilnius, on 17 October 2013, about re-
vision to an inter-governmental act on cooperation in the field of tourism, signed on 
26 June 2002, which had the goal of promoting integration of the Baltic States in in-
ternational tourism activities, by setting the following directions for activities: devel-

99 Overview on implementation of BA recommendations for 2012–2015. BA Archives, 2015.
100 Answers by the BCM on implementation of the BA recommendations for 2015. BA Archives, 2015.
101 Overview on implementation of BA recommendations for 2012–2015. BA Archives, 2015.
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opment of a Baltic tourism brand, use of mod-
ern technologies for the development of 
tourism, use of various international assis-
tance programmes to develop projects.102 Co-
operation in the field of tourism will become 
stronger through joint projects.103  These in-
clude participation in tourism fairs, presenta-
tions, seminars, and information days in 
 Europe as well as in more distant markets, i.e. 
USA, Japan, China; joint publications and 
 e-marketing: 1) maps of the Baltic States 
printed in Chinese, Japanese, and English; 
2)  Baltic tourist route descriptions (maps of 
camp grounds and brochures) in English and 
German; 3)  electronic presentations in Eng-
lish and German; 4) travel for members of the 
press and tourist industry professionals — vi-
sits and other events for Chinese, Japanese, 
American specialist reporters and tour opera-
tors. Cooperation was enhanced by a coordi-
nation mechanism coming into being among Baltic Tourism Associations, for exam-
ple, on 11 October 2013, the Baltic Medical Tourism Cluster signed a Memorandum 
of Understanding to promote development of the medical tourism sector and to raise 
its global competitiveness.104 

The second direction relates to creating a common monetary and fiscal policy.  
Basing their action on a European Union Memorandum on cross-border financial sta-
bility and the financial crisis adopted in June 2008, a Cooperation Memorandum was 
signed on 17 August 2010105 by the Baltic States and the Nordic countries, with the aim 
of improving cross-border financial stability and preventing financial crises in the in-
tegrated region at the same time establishing a cross-border stability group. Despite 
the creation of this format for NB8 financial cooperation, the absence of coordination 
between the financial market regulators in Latvia and Lithuania was highlighted by the 
take-over of in 2012 of Snoras Bank. The issue of cooperation between the Baltic States 
in the financial market sector, cooperation mechanisms for their regulation and super-
vision was included on the Baltic States agenda. The parliaments of the Baltic States 

102 See text in Latvian: Protokols par grozījumiem Latvijas Republikas valdības, Igaunijas Republikas valdības 
un Lietuvas Republikas valdības nolīgumā par sadarbību tūrisma jomā. Accessible at: http://likumi.lv/ta/lv/
starptautiskie-ligumi/id/934 (site last visited 26.01.2016).

103 Overview on implementation of BA recommendations for 2012–2015. BA Archives, 2015.
104 Minutes of the meeting of the Economics, Energy and Innovation Committee (11 October 2013). BA Ar-

chives, 2013.
105 Cooperation agreement on cross-border financial stability, crisis management and resolution between the 

relevant Ministries, Central Banks and Financial Supervisory Authorities of Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway and Sweden. Accessible at: https://www.lb.lt/2010_3 (site last visited 
26.01.2016).

Fig. 11. Discussion of taxation policies. Representing 
the Benelux Parliament, Willem Draps (left), 
Raimonds Vējonis (centre), Chairman of the BA 
Latvian delegation, and Jānis Reirs (right), Chairman 
of the Budget and Finances (taxation) Committee 
of the Saeima. 27 September 2013, Rīga, Latvia. 
Photograph from the archives of Chancellery of the 
Saeima

Marika Laizāne-Jurkāne    COOPERATION BETWEEN THE BALTIC STATES (1988–2015)
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appealed to their respective governments to harmonise the legal basis for regulation of 
financial markets in the Baltic States, to improve the legal basis, to develop procedures 
for crisis management as needed for the regulatory authorities in the Baltic States, and 
to eliminate legal obstacles that hinder exchange of information.106 In 2013, the Finan-
cial and Capital Market Commission of Latvia concluded an Agreement with the Esto-
nian Financial Supervision Authority on supervision of cross-border insurance under-
takings. On 1 July 2013, Latvia and Lithuania, while on 11 March 2013 — Latvia and 
Estonia, concluded agreements on supervision of their respective cross-border insur-
ance undertakings.107 

The third direction is related to joint projects in the field of provision of health 
care. In the light of limited funds available in the field of health, the BA Welfare Com-
mission produced in 2009 a number of proposals for cooperation between the Baltic 
States in the field of health care, calling for common procurement of medicines and 
medical apparatus, cooperation in the exchange of organs for transplantation, special-
ised medical centres, and establishing cross-border cooperation.108 Following up on 
these recommendations the Prime Ministers of the Baltic States decided, on 24 Sep-
tember 2010, to establish a working group to examine questions related to a single 
health system.109 The first results from these initiatives were visible several years later. 
First, the Baltic States concluded, on 2 May 2012, a Partnership Agreement about joint 
procurement of medicines and medical apparatuses.110 In 2015, after three years of 
harmonising procurement procedures, the Procurement Committee called for tenders 
to supply tuberculosis vaccine for children. This call failed for reasons unrelated to ac-
tions taken by the Baltic States, but the next public tender is presently being devel-
oped.111 Lithuania has already benefitted from the Agreement in that it was able to 
borrow from Estonia and Latvia tuberculosis vaccines for infants.112 Second, coopera-
tion is being strengthened with respect to organs for transplantation purposes, with 
the Baltic States issuing in Geneva, on 21 May 2013, a Cooperation Declaration in the 
field of organ transplantation.113 Estonia and Latvia actively exchange organs for trans-
plantation on the basis of this Declaration.114 Third, the Baltic States started to put into 

106 Resolution of the 31st Session of the Baltic Assembly. Accessible at: http://baltasam.org/images/pdf_2012/ 
resolution_31ba.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).

107 Overview on implementation of the BA recommendations for 2012–2015. BA Archives, 2015.
108 Overview on implementation of the decisions by the BA Welfare Committee for 2009–2012. BA Archives, 

2012.
109 Ibid. 
110 See text in Latvian:  Latvijas Republikas Veselības ministrijas, Igaunijas Republikas Sociālo lietu ministrijas 

un Lietuvas Republikas Veselības ministrijas partnerības līgums par vienotiem zāļu un medicīnas ierīču 
iepirkumiem un centralizēti iepērkamo zāļu un medicīnas ierīču aizdošanu. Accessible at: http://likumi.lv/
doc.php?id=248009 (site last visited 26.01.2016).

111 Overview on implementation of BA recommendations for 2012–2015. BA Archives, 2015.
112 Ibid. 
113 Cooperation Declaration by the Ministry of Health of the Republic of Latvia, the Ministry of Social Affairs of 

the Republic of Estonia, the Ministry of Health of the Republic of Lithuania concerning organ transplanta-
tion.. Accessible at: http://www.vm.gov.lv/ images/userfiles/cooperation_declaration_lv.pdf (site last visited 
26.01.2016).

114 Overview on implementation of BA recommendations for 2012–2015. BA Archives, 2015.
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order their legal bases for extending emergency 
medical attention in their border regions. An 
Agreement was concluded between Estonia 
and Latvia, on 24 September 2010, on mutual 
assistance in providing emergency medical as-
sistance in their border areas.115 Work contin-
ues to draft an Agreement between Latvia and 
Lithuania on providing cross-border emer-
gency medical assistance. Fourth, the possibil-
ity of an initiative regarding specialisation of 
medical centres in the Baltic States is still under 
discussion; states have agreed to continue to 
exchange expert information in future and to 
cooperate at the level of specialists in various 
fields, including cardiac surgery, micro-sur-
gery, rehabilitation, transplantology; however, 
consensus has still to be reached.

The fourth direction comprises education, 
science, and innovation. These topics have always been priority items, yet real pro-
gress has been evident only during this period of time. A Memorandum of Under-
standing was signed on 29 November 2012, on cooperation in education, science, and 
innovation.116 Coordination of education policies, of specialised and expensive higher 
and vocational education programmes, and common marketing strategy for educa-
tion are still at the level of discussion. Despite the Baltic States undertaking joint mar-
keting initiatives in India in 2014, the BCM admits the difficulties in developing a 
common marketing strategy in the light of separate budgets, differing strategies and 
target groups.117 Resolution of the question of programme specialisation has not ad-
vanced since 2013, despite creation by the BCM of a working group. However, a num-
ber of successes can be identified as regards cooperation. First, progress has been 
achieved in regard to a system for the mutual recognition of education diplomas. Sec-
ond, the BalticBonus instrument was created in 2013 to provide financial support for 
international cooperation in science and innovation.118 Third, a positive development 
was creation of the Baltic Investment Fund through an Agreement concluded on 

115 Agreement by the Ministry of Health of the Republic of Latvia, the Ministry of Social Affairs of the Republic 
of Estonia, the Ministry of Health of the Republic of Lithuania concerning cooperation in providing emer-
gency medical assistance in border areas. Accessible at: http://www.vm.gov.lv/images/userfiles/phoebe/citi/
ig_nmpd_lv.pdf (site last visited 26. 01.2016).

116 Memorandum of Understanding between the Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Latvia, 
the Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Lithuania, and the Ministry of Education and 
Research of the Republic of Estonia on closer co-operation in higher education, research and innovation. 
Accessible at: http://izm.gov. lv/images/starpresoru_ligumi/04.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).

117 Overview on implementation of BA recommendations for 2012–2015.  BA archives, 2015.
118 Agreement of Cooperation between the Agency for Science, Innovation and Technology, the Estonian Re-

search Council and the State Education Development Agency. Accessible at: http://viaa.gov.lv/library/files/
original/ Baltic_Bonus_AoC_LV_LT_EE.pdf (site last visited 26.01.2016).

Fig. 12. Recipients of the Baltic Assembly Awards: in 
literature — Ene Mihkelson (Estonia, centre), in the 
arts — Antanas Žukauskas (Lithuania, right), and for 
science — Jānis Stradiņš (Latvia, left). Riga, Latvia, 
22 October 2010. Photograph from the archives of the 
Chancellery of the Saeima.
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26 September 2012 between the European Investment Fund and Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania, with the aim of making practical innovative application of research. This is 
a source of financing for innovative Baltic enterprises with a total of 200 million euro 
allocated for the period of time up until 2016.119 Fourth, a recommendation was acted 
upon during 2014 to conduct an audit of the research infrastructures of the Baltic 
States. 

The international environment, common internal and external political problems, 
in particular those which impact the entire geographical region, the sense of belong-
ing to the Baltic region have been the important prerequisites for cooperation between 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. A number of important trends characterise Baltic 
States’ cooperation from 2008 to 2015. First there was the ability, after 2008, of the 
Baltic States to define their agenda, and principles for cooperation, thus transforming 
cooperation from a discussion forum about topics of common interest to an effective 
instrument to achieve common goals. Second, the ability to implement political decla-
rations and decisions in practice. A certain heaviness is still evident in actions of the 
executive branches and the bureaucratic implementation of decisions; however, these 
can in part be explained by limited financial and human resources available. Third, in 
the face of the geopolitical situation, and a common appreciation of the sources of 
threats to their security, the Baltic States are continuing to strengthen their coopera-
tion in the field of security and defence. Fourth, all three states are continuing with 
their efforts to reduce mutual economic and political competition, rivalry, by estab-
lishing practical partnerships in various sectors. The first instances where cooperation 
between the Baltic States did not have the flavour of “political envy” of individual suc-
cess occurred during the period of adoption of the euro, when the Baltic States sup-
ported one another and appealed to the institutions of the EU to authorise introduc-
tion of the euro in a neighbouring state as quickly as possible. Time will tell whether 
this has been a transient or is a permanent feature of cooperation between these three 
states.

Conclusion

During the start of cooperation between the Baltic States, effectively establishing 
such cooperation anew, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania had no experience or tradition 
in regard to regional cooperation. The rapid pace of how events developed during the 
period when the Baltic States started to renew their independence, and a dearth of ex-
perience, did not allow these states sufficient time to think through, and to adopt a 
model best suited for effective cooperation, with the result that cooperation stalled 
after the Baltic States joined the EU and NATO. Cooperation between the Baltic States 
has been more intense during certain periods of their history and weaker during other 
periods. Cooperation has ebbed and risen, endured centrifugal and centripetal pro-
cesses. The Baltic States in their rush to join the EU and NATO, felt that cooperation 

119 Overview on the implementation of BA recommendations for 2012–2015. BA Archives, 2015.
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between themselves might have been seen by Western Europe as an alternative to 
Euro pean and Trans-Atlantic integration. Rivalry to be the first to join the EU and 
NATO, to demonstrate better economic indicators, to achieve a faster rise in prosper-
ity, simultaneously both favoured and hampered cooperation between the Baltic States. 
This was one of the most important reasons for appearance of wave-like dynamics in 
cooperation between these states.

When cooperation between the Baltic States is assessed over the time period 1988 
to 2015, it becomes evident that cooperation culminated between 1988 and 1994, fol-
lowed by transition into a dual cooperative regime over the period 1994 to 2004, stag-
nation over the period 2005–2007, and has undergone transformation from 2008 on-
wards. At the same time, it must be admitted that the Baltic States do not take full 
advantage of the potential latent in cooperation. In many cases this is associated with 
insufficient capacity of the cooperation organisations to act, insufficient ability to coor-
dinate interests, an inability to take decisions and to implement these.

In looking at the development of cooperation, it has to be concluded that the na-
tional interests of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania must be respected in the framework 
for regional cooperation. A stereotypical view about the unity of the Baltic States often 
casts doubts on the utility of cooperation. The Baltic States do not have identical inte-
rests or goals; they have no need always to act in unison. Therefore, issues and situa-
tions will always arise when the Baltic States will act differently, even diametrically op-
posing one another; there will also be instances where each will act alone or together 
with third countries. This does not imply weak cooperation, rather acting for the be-
nefit of one’s national interests. 

Up to now, cooperation between the Baltic States has been characterised by a ten-
dency towards looking at short-term aspects of this cooperation, without any develop-
ment of a long-term vision for such cooperation. Competition between the Baltic 
States, pooling of resources, formulation of common positions are necessary in many 
areas,  in order that the Baltic regions become more competitive and stronger eco-
nomically: security and defence, energy, transport and infrastructure, internal security 
and the control of external borders, health care and social questions, science and edu-
cation. Therefore, one recommendation is that those issues and problems which are 
best resolved at regional level must be specified on the agenda for cooperation between 
the Baltic States. Simple persistence of inter-state cooperation cannot be the sole aim 
of an organisation, and, therefore, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania must develop a me-
dium-term and a long-term strategy for their cooperation. 

The Baltic States urgently need to identify, as quickly as possible, the channels of 
communications, policies and partners most appropriate to present and to defend their 
national interests. Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, need a common and agreed strategy 
in pursuing their membership of the EU, a united voice and actions, which cover com-
mon interests and the competitive potential of the region. 

Marika Laizāne-Jurkāne    COOPERATION BETWEEN THE BALTIC STATES (1988–2015)
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VALUES IN LATVIA (IN THE CONTEXT 
OF EUROPEAN AND UNIVERSAL VALUES) 

The article presents an axiological view of the cultural historical and political experience of Latvia 
and Latvians over the centuries up to today. Particular emphasis will be put on how values fare in 
contemporary Latvia in comparison with the situation in other countries, relying on globally ac
cepted classifications of values and also on findings from sociological studies. Issues will be discus
sed about freedom as an individual, social, and political value, the attitude towards nature as a value, 
Christian values and pagan traditions, national and European values, state constitutional values and 
the position on values expressed in the Preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. The 
findings of sociological studies of values in Latvia as compared with studies of values in other coun
tries will be analysed. The conclusion is drawn that the orientation of Latvia has irreversibly been 
fixed, from the renewal of independence in 1990 onwards, in the direction of democratisation and 
European values. Accession of the Republic of Latvia to the European Union in 2004 strengthened 
the belonging to European values. 

Key words: axiology, value, survival values, freedom, nature, Christian values, social values, cultural 
values, the Preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia.

Axiology and contemporary issues regarding values

Axiology is a branch of philosophy that studies the nature of values (the term is 
formed from the ancient Greek terms axia — ‘value’, and logos — ‘study’). Contempo
rary axiology is characterised by a plurality of views about the issue of values. Philo
sophical study is being developed of the ontology of values (the study of the existence 
of values, with values not immediately dependent on how they are evaluated), the the
ology of values (divine origin), the association of values with meaning (Geltung), axi
ology based on voluntarism (the Nietzschean version, with values associated with the 
will to power), axiology is developed in the context of subjective philosophy (values 
are created and exist in their being assessed), theory of constructivism (values are so
cial and psychological constructs), socio psychological empiricism (values as the habits 
of people) and other forms of study. 

Eduard Hartmann, Nikolai Hartmann, who was born in Riga, the neoKantians 
Heinrich Rickert, Wilhelm Windelband, the pragmatist John Dewey, as well as Max 
Scheler, who laid the foundations for German philosophical anthropology and others, 
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have grappled with philosophical aspects of values. This constellation of philosophers 
has encouraged rethinking in Latvia of issues connected to the essence of values.1 As 
regards philosophy, attention is paid to values which are based on themselves and are 
moral obligations and which are assessed in their expression. The view is held that a 
practical mind primarily occupied with valuesensing (wertempfindenden) facilitates 
axiological study. 

There are individual values specific to the life of a particular person, and collective 
social values which have formed over a long period. Values are the result of interaction 
between the private and public spheres. A distinction is made between instrumental 
values, which are useful for achieving a specific (beneficial) goal, and intrinsic values, 
which are valuable in and of themselves. In this way values differ from interests. Values 
in philosophy are understood to be meaningful needs to which one must aspire. In so
ciology, more attention is paid to identifying the links between values and actual be
haviour by people. 

Sociologists from Latvia have taken part in theoretically wellgrounded interna
tional sociological investigations of values. Milton Rokeach, Shalom Schwartz, and 
Gerard Hofstede have suggested to classify and to compare values by means of inter
views and surveys over broad regions of the world. Latvian sociological investigations 
follow their theoretical precepts and apply their methods. The model for the structure 
of values proposed by Shalom Schwartz is followed in the investigations with partici
pation by Latvia, for example, the “European Social Survey” (Ilze Trapenciere was 
project leader from Latvia for 2015).2 An “audit of values” has been carried out in Lat
via based on the methodology of Cultural Transformation Tools;3 social scientists from 
Latvia took part in this study.

This article is based on the philosophical premise that values are culturally histori
cally determined, objective as they are compatible with the trend of a particular period, 
they are given labels which are grasped by public opinion, they are in tune with a cultural 
historical paradigm and are reflected in national identity. Culture develops through a 
process of creation and assessment, but, in order to judge culturally accepted values, one 
must first take due note of the particular level of culture. One may speak of a conscious 
attitude adopted visàvis values, only when ideas, texts, or documents appear explicitly 
dealing with these and also when proving the values to be respected is considered to be 
crucial to development of society (or an ethnos). On the territory of Latvia, recognition 
of Latvian values began during the mid19th century with the New Latvian movement, 
and this process continues today, when the issue of consolidating society is very much 
to the fore, together with values such as secular rationalism and selfempowerment. 

1 Bičevskis, R. Transcendental Philosophy of Values and the Presentday Situation. Dilemmas of Values and 
Contemporary Life-World. Riga: FSI, 2007, pp. 26–35.

2 European Social Survey. Accessible at: https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/methodology/core_ess_ 
questionnaire/ESS_core_questionnaire_human_values.pdf (site last visited 01.01.2017).

3 For details about the Cultural Transformation Tools (CTT) methodology see the home page of the 
Barrett Values Centre. Accessible at: http://www.valuescentre.com/products__services/?sec=cultural_
transformation_tools(ctt), see also the working document, “Cilvēks – sabiedrība – valsts – 2030”. Accessible 
at: http://www.riebinuvidusskola.lv/ upload/cilveks_sabiedriba_valsts_2030.pdf 
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One may speak about a wideranging manifestation of national values and caring 
for these during the first period of freedom of the Latvian state (1918–1940) and after 
the restoration of the Latvian state (from 1990 onwards), with investment of state ef
fort, and support by sponsors and foreign investors in teaching values as well as dem
onstrating commitment to European values and democracy on a political level, 
particu larly after accession to the European Union. The proclamation of Latvia as an 
independent state in 1918 and restoration of independence in 1990 are evidence for 
European values,4 with the concomitant respect for cultural values of minority peoples 
and Christian heritage. 

The contemporary values of Europe are freedom, democracy, human rights, 
gender equality, and tolerance, rule of law, science and rationality, together with 
social values which have resulted from modernisation, market economy, and cul-
tural pluralism. Freedom also includes freedom of religious belief (Latvia is a multi
confession country) as well as a secular world view. The orientation of Western social 
values has begun to shift over the past few decades away from values associated with 
material prosperity (given that an acceptable level of prosperity has been attained) to
wards values associated with quality of life and individual selfempowerment. How
ever, with the spread of military conflicts and terrorism during the second decade of 
the 21st century the issue of personal safety has become prominent as a fundamental 
value. This is also relevant to Latvia inasmuch as the value of “liberty” current during 
the period of restoration of state independence has been replaced by the themes of the 
European Union, security and safety of the state of Latvia, and of individuals. 

The political elite of Latvia and public administration have acted to include the 
topic of European values in state educational, cultural, and social consolidation pro
grammes and to implement these in practice. This has led to discussions that some 
European emancipation values in Latvia are present more as declarations than as prac
tice, and also that democratic values are not fully in evidence.5 

Values lead to contradictions in that they constitute limits on choice. There have 
been several different accepted value orientations in the history of Latvia. These were a 
collision between humanism and realpolitik, liberalism and socialist planning, demo
cracy and authoritarianism, nationalism and cosmopolitanism, peace, values of non 
violence and violent struggle, masculine and feminine, patriarchal and urbanised, in
dustrial and an intellectual artistic creative side. Such a collision of cultural, social and 

4 The Australian/Latvian philosopher Jānis (John) Tālivaldis Ozoliņš considers that sovereignty is one of the 
highest values of Latvia. Ozoliņš, J. T. Globalization, Citizenship and Latvian Identity in a Time of Change. 
Humanities and Social Sciences. Latvia. Identity and Locality, Vol. 2, No. 55, 2008, pp. 75–95. 

5 Society is not sufficiently confident that it has the ability to affect decision making. Our society widely 
supports attitudes that are typical to sceptically alienated orientation. How Democratic is Latvia. Audit of 
Democracy. 2005–2014. Rozenvalds, J. (Ed.). Riga: University of Latvia, 2015, p. 259. Accessible at: http://www.
szf.lu.lv/fileadmin/user_upload/szf_faili/Petnieciba/sppi/demokratija/ENG_Audit_of_Democracy_2015.
pdf (site last visited 28.12.2016). Ignorance of certain values of Western civilisation is reflected, for example, 
in the very low level of support for science — in terms of science funding (as a percentage of GDP), Latvia 
takes one of the last places among the member states of the European Union. This stance adopted by the 
political elite of Latvia demonstrates ignorance of one important European value — knowledge, rationality, 
science and creation of a knowledgebased economy. 
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political values and ideological direction between two opposing poles for values has 
been evident throughout European history; hence, the presence of several different 
value orientations in Latvia is not unusual. However, unwelcome values of totalitarian 
systems were imposed on Latvians (MarxismLeninism, the ideology of Nazism), dur
ing war and several periods of foreign occupation, which evoked both stubborn resist
ance and traumatic experience,6  nihilism, occasionally the feeling of fatalism about 
unceasing historical injustices.

Today realpolitik values and economic pragmatism in Latvia (not infrequently in
fluenced by economic positions adopted by the European Union) tend to overshadow 
spiritual development trends. However, it cannot be denied that the humanism line of 
values is evident given that Latvians, as a result of their long history of being oppressed, 
tend to empathise with those who are in need, as well as are able to close ranks during 
times of crisis. From the beginning of the 21st century, the practice of voluntary dona
tions has become remarkably popular in Latvia (generosity as a value); it has earned 
official recognition and stimulated in the general public trust in universal humanist 
values, overcoming ethnic belonging and political divisions.7 

From the 1990s onwards, socialist values have no longer been in the foreground in 
that socialism in the form which it took in MarxistLeninist ideology has lost its ap
peal. Since renewal of the state there have been no proponents of social democracy to 
argue convincingly about the values of fairness and equality, which has led to the ab
sence of the ideas of social democracy among the general public.8 

Democratic values predominate conclusively when compared with the totalitarian 
period and the majority believes in democracy, both in their private lives and in the 
public domain.9 Today democracy is an essential value of Latvia.  As regards any ten
dencies towards authoritarianism, these are only seen in a political context, with the 
desire for a “firm hand” to straighten matters out only expressed from time to time10. 

Over the past decade, the issue of national and cosmopolitan values has occasion
ally been evoked.11 Such debates are, firstly, crucial for small nations to ensure their 
selfpreservation, since globalisation and exaggerated cosmopolitanism present real 

6 Kalniete, S. A Song to Kill a Giant:  Latvian Revolution and the Soviet Empire’s Fall. Accessible at: http://
kalniete.lv/ ebooks/songtokillagiant/ (site last visited 28.12.2016).

7 Fonds “Ziedot.lv”, vadītāja Rūta Dimante. Accessible at: https://www.ziedot.lv/en.
8 In spite of a fall in the value of the GINI coefficient from 37.5% in 2008, to 35.2% for 2012–2013, the value 

of this coefficient for Latvia is among the highest for the member states of the European Union. A somewhat 
curious system of social values is currently in the process of coming into being — unquestionably great 
inequality and disparity in income exist yet there is inadequate discussion about the value of “equality” in 
these terms, and very few political actions deal with the issue.

9 How Democratic is Latvia. Audit of Democracy. 2005–2014. Accessible at: http://www.szf.lu.lv/fileadmin/
user_upload/szf_faili/Petnieciba/sppi/demokratija/ENG_Audit_of_Democracy_2015.pdf

10 Ibid. As proven in comparative studies, such as the EVS (European Values Survey), Latvia is among those 
European countries where society assigns an important role to ‘strong political leaders’, p. 259. 

11 The philosopher Elga Freiberga considers that, “The contraposition of nationalism against cosmopolitanism 
seems hopelessly outdated”. Freiberga, E. European values and Latvian identity. National Identity and 
Vision of Europe: Annals of the European Academy of Sciences and Arts, Vol. 28, No. 9, 1998, p. 39. However, 
strong feelings are stoked in the public space of Latvia, through a confrontation between nationalism and 
cosmopolitanism, as some young journalists wish to disavow all national values. 
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threats to their continued existence. This possibility of disappearing altogether is 
strongly promoted by economic emigration and the low level of patriotism which is 
evident in contemporary Latvia — its negative influence on state development must be 
mitigated, prosperity increased, as well as the rule of law, patriotic upbringing and de
mocracy.

The nonviolent resistance movement, in the person of the Popular Front of Latvia, 
stood for values which have gained international recognition.12 Patriarchal values are 
in retreat with the younger generation no longer seeing themselves as members of a 
“peasant nation”, but instead defending values of modernism and postmodernism. 
Nevertheless, rightwing ideological tendencies are evident in Latvia in the form of 
conservatism, which has adapted to the modern era.13 

The creative artistic spirit in Latvians often takes precedence over a spirit condu
cive of industrial and trading activities. It is said that Latvians are a people of artists 
and singers,14 and foreign peoples living alongside have adopted some elements of this 
lifestyle, in many cases becoming thereby unique cultural minorities in the Baltic.

Latvian folklore showcases humanist values, with an emphasis on peace and har
mony, all of which have been significant vales throughout the long history which pre
dates today. However, the Latvian enthusiasm for Bolshevism, the Latvian Red Rifle
men, instruments of Soviet power and collaboration during the occupation of Latvia 
must not be forgotten as these promoted contrary values — violence, onesided indus
trialisation and double moral standards.15 

Latvia is also metaphorically described as a crossroads country, taking this de
scription to refer to influences by values differently oriented geopolitically: by Western 
individualismbased values against those of Eastern collectivism. This was the site 
where Western and Eastern frontiers moved over the centuries, with geopolitical strug
gle for influence in the Baltic Sea region. From the time of Livonia onwards a desire 
has been evident in Latvia to aspire to European and universal values, ones based on 

12 Regaining Independence: Non-violent Resistance in Latvia, 1945–1991. Blūzma, V., Jundzis, T. (eds.). Riga: 
Latvian Academy of Science, 2009. 

13 Latvijas jaunatnes portrets. Integrācija sabiedrībā un marginalizācijas riski. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 
2009; Mierina, I., Koroleva, I. Support for FarRight Ideology and AntiMigrant Attitudes among Youth in 
Europe: A Comparative Analysis. The Sociological Review, Vol. 63 (S2), 2015, pp. 183–205.

14 Statistics do not provide evidence for any mass engagement in artistic activities: in 2015, 39.2% were engaged 
in such activities rurally, 33.4% in urban environments, while the relative proportion of young people among 
these is high, i.e. more than one half pursued artistic activities. Accessible at: http://www.csb.gov.lv/en/
notikumi/latviaartisticactivitiesmorecommonlywerepractisedyoungpeoplefemalesandruralpopu 
(site last visited 28.12.2016). Statistics show that the majority of individuals engaged in cultural activities in 
Latvia are youth, women and people from rural areas. The General Latvian Song and Dance Festivals which 
occur every four years deserve special mention, as they attract up to 40 000 participants. Latvia is considered 
to be a country replete with worldclass choirs which in terms of organising groups of singers has been 
assessed as a remarkable achievement and evidence for aesthetic musical values. The centenary celebrations 
of Latvia in 2018 shall be marked by a very broadly based General Song and Dance Festival as a symbolic 
expression of cultural identity.

15 For Latvian participation in Soviet bodies see findings of the following studies: Riekstiņš, J. PSRS Iekšlietu 
tautas komisariāta “Latviešu operācija”. 1937–1938. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2012 [about Latvians 
living in Russia during the 1930s]; Naimark, N. M. Stalin’s Genocides. Princeton University Press, 2010; 
Хлевнюк, О. В. Хозяин: Сталин и утверждение сталинской диктатуры. Москва: РОССПЭН, 2010. 
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Christianity and the ideas of the Enlightenment, and later also on national identity 
and the rights of peoples to selfdetermination and respect for state independence. 
Proclamation of the state of Latvia in 1918 and the restoration of independence in 
1990–1991 proved  that Latvians belong to the family of European nations, despite 
Latvia often still being perceived as a country at the point of intersection between the 
West and the East. The idea of living at a crossroads was formulated during the 1930s 
by the philosopher Pauls Jurevičs as follows: “Tendencies both from the East and from 
the West crisscross our country. From the East comes longing for distant places and 
spaciousness, low respect for the paltry individual and his mind, an instinctive respect 
for the “horde”, for the Universe, for fate; disposition toward the elemental, the pas
sionate, the sensitive. From the West, on the other hand, comes respect for the human 
person and all that he creates, as well intellectuality, individualism, longing for free
dom. Both of these opposing tendencies have taken root in our nature since time im
memorial and we cannot just pull out and destroy one of them.”16

The European direction has become indisputible ever since the accession of Latvia 
to the European Union, although sociological surveys have shown that Easterntype 
values appear to be quite attractive to part of the Sovietera immigrants to Latvia from 
other republics of the USSR, in particular among the Russianspeaking noncitizen 
segment of the population.17 

European values may be categorised as political, social, and cultural values.18 
During the period preceding the existence of the Latvian state, i.e. before 1918, it is 
methodologically difficult to separate the Latvian striving to benefit from political and 
certain social values, given that the evolution of a people to become a nation implied a 
certain common regard for values: freedom, education, language, national selfaware
ness, prosperity, and security. 

16 Jurevičs, P. Modernā intelligence vērtību pretrunās. Nacionālās dzīves problēmas. Rīga, 1936, 125. lpp. (see 
ref. 9). 

17 Volkovs, V. The Institution of Society Integration in Latvia: Peculiarities of the Modern Scientific Discourse. 
Ethnicity. Towards the Politics of Recognition in Latvia: 1991–2012. Rīga: Zinātne, 2013, pp. 9–42. The 
situation in Latvia is unique. It is usually the case that after a change in the economic and political regime 
one side feels itself to be the victor, the other as the losers. However, since 1990, both sides are experiencing a 
sense of insecurity — both among the titular population, the Latvians, as well as among Russians who arrived 
in Latvia during the period of rule by the USSR. Both the majority and minority group felt themselves to be 
under threat, but the reasons and circumstances for these sentiments are different. Latvians as the titular 
people feel threatened as a carryover from the Soviet period (in 1989, Latvians constituted only 52% of 
the population, and were in a minority in all of the large cities and towns). Russians who arrived in Latvia 
during the period of rule by the USSR feel insecure, since their status had changed from being the ruling 
nationality throughout the Soviet Union, to becoming a minority people in Latvia; many have continued to 
psychologically reject this change and have refused to undergo naturalisation to become citizens of Latvia. 
This insecurity has not been conducive to dialogue, but has led to selfactualization, to the commemoration 
of holidays with opposing orientation, and to difficulties in social integration.

18 There are different categorisations of values, and those mentioned are only a few of the accepted ones. 
However, the list of values and how they conform to the different categories is important. Ivars Ijabs has 
proposed a different set of categories, see: The Dimension of Values in European Integration. Latvia’s View 
of the Future of the European Union. Rīga: Zinātne, 2007, pp. 19–20. He regards historicism and irony to be 
cultural values; in the opinion of the author of this article, these are merely guidelines for assessment rather 
than values as such. 
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There was no system of values shared by Latvian peasants and the ruling German 
class during the 17th–19th centuries, as the leading conservative German members of 
this class stubbornly resisted modernisation and introduction of liberal reforms. A 
minority of Baltic Germans (Karl Gottlob Sonntag, Georg Friedrich von Fölkersahm, 
and others) were adherents of the German Enlightenment, thereby bringing Western 
cultural and educational ideas to Latvia. 

Up until foundation of the state in 1918 the values which guided development of 
the Latvian people may, broadly speaking, be characterised as cultural values, from 
which social values emerged — equality, the rule of law, liberty, and later, also political 
values, which first and foremost meant the right to national selfdetermination, i.e. to 
create a state as a politically and internationally recognised national value. 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations after 
the Second World War (1948) lists all of the fundamental values which underpin the 
life of individuals. Values associated with civil human rights may be found in religious 
positions, as well as in European rationality, and the ethics principle developed by Im
manuel Kant (the individual is a goal, not a means). Freedom and dignity are men
tioned as essential values in addition to the right to life. Values such as the right to life, 
freedom, private property, the rule of law, the right to protest and the possibility of 
overcoming stagnation (justifiable revolt), apply not only to individual value, but also 
to socially significant values. 

Spiritual and material values must be differentiated.19 Discussions of this issue in 
contemporary Latvia note the fact that today the consumer society  is ever more dis
tancing itself from spiritual values and prefers to seek pleasure instead. Religious re
presentatives such as archbishops and the clergy feel a responsibility to remind the 
public of the primacy of spiritual values. Christian civilisation, to which Latvia be
longs, considers spiritual values to be the highest of values, but it does not deny the 
need for survival and communication values, rejecting the excessive modernday pur
suit of material wellbeing and toleration of an exaggerated role played by communica
tion effected through the social media. 

Axiological studies have described social norms, traditions, people’s attitudes, 
worldviews, and beliefs. Values provide substantiation for acts, whereas the manner 
of acting reflects a choice of values. In the case of a cohesive society, many values are 
held in common, while if there are numerous contradictions and considerable social 
conflict, it is obvious that such a society (community, nation, social group) is far from 
having a consensus about its values. From 1945 onwards, Latvia and Western Europe 
moved in different dimensions — individual values flourished in the West, while under 
conditions of Soviet rule, people living in Latvia, as part of the “Soviet people”, were 
subjected to totalitarian politicised values which opposed individual freedom as a 
value, and did not tolerate the existence of Latvia as an independent state (Latvia was 

19 There are three levels of basic needs for people associated with values: those necessary for biological survival 
of a living being (food, shelter), those needed for interaction (to communicate, cooperate, speak), and at the 
highest level — prosperity and intellectual development needs. These needs are the basis for how values are 
classified, as well as the hierarchy of values. 
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part of the USSR), as well as restricting the possibilities for use of the Latvian lan
guage.20

Descriptions of Latvian identity, in the same way as the issue of social integration 
in contemporary Latvia, are closely related to the orientation of value — is society 
united (deep unity is questionable, as the identity of Russians in Latvia has developed 
in a different manner)?21 Or is it a state with two communities,22 with different value 
orientations for different ethnic communities? Latvians as the titular nation have one 
form of value orientation, which is different for many noncitizen Russians living in 
Latvia, and different again for other peoples.23 European values were enshrined in the 
Constitution (Satversme) of the Republic of Latvia adopted in 1922, while after resto
ration of the state an important act has been inclusion in the Satversme of a section on 
fundamental human rights (in 1998), with these rights based on values developed and 
nurtured by philosophical liberalism and enlightenment about the selfsufficiency of 
individuals, their freedom and right to life, etc.24

Aspects of values predominant in Latvia:  
the evidence from studies

Values predominant in contemporary Latvia testify to an orientation towards 
Euro pean and universal values. Values are mentioned in various Latvian state docu
ments, the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia, and also in the document, “Sustain
able Development Strategy of Latvia until 2030”, approved by the Saeima in 2011.25 

20 Elga Freiberga has considered in detail Latvian identity in the light of European values in her article: 
European values and Latvian Identity, pp. 31–40; National and European Identities in EU Enlargement. 
Views from Central and Eastern Europe. Drulák, P. (Ed.). Prague: Institute of International Relations, 2001, 
pp. 113–129. 

21 Volkovs, V. Collective Identity of the Russians in Latvia. Apine, I., Volkovs, V. Latvijas krievu identitāte. Rīga: 
LU FSI, 2007, 249.–263. lpp.; Volkov, V., Lavrinenko, O. Recognition of Collective Identities of Ethnic Groups 
in the Interethnic Dialogue in Latvia. Ethnicity, Politics of Recognition, Vol. 1, No. 1, 2009, pp. 4–46; Latvian-
Russian relations: Domestic and International Dimensions. Muižnieks, N. (Ed.). Riga: LU Akadēmiskais 
apgāds, 2006, 159 pp. 

22 It has been noted that in Latvia certain features of a twocommunity society are apparent today: the 
Latvian and Russianlanguage information spaces are disjointed, there is a correlation of political parties 
with ethnic origin, and social memories are striking in their differences. See: Nacionālās identitātes, 
pilsoniskās sabiedrības un integrācijas politikas pamatnostādnes (2012–2018). Pieņemts Latvijas Republikas 
Ministru kabinetā 2011. gada 20. oktobrī, 7. lpp. Accessible at: www.km.gov.lv/lv/doc/nozaru/integracija/.../
KMPam_071011_integ.pdf (site last visited 29.12.2016).

23 The Institute for Philosophy and Sociology of the University of Latvia publishes the journal, Ethnicity 
(scientific editor, V. Volkovs), which contains articles about the history of ethnic groups in Latvia, about 
relations, and about values. See, for example, Ethnicity. Ethnic Identities and Integration of Society, Vol. 1, 
No. 4, 2011; Ethnicity. Ethnic Identities and National State, Vol. 1, No. 10, 2014.

24 The people of Latvia and their political leaders successfully followed a European development course in 
1918, by establishing an independent, Western state, one which allowed for manifesting national values. The 
European dimension was reinforced by the politicians of Latvia through the Declaration of 4 May 1991 and 
on 21 August 1991 renewing state independence, and finally by the Accession of Latvia to the European 
Union on 4 May 2004.

25 Accessible at: http://www.pkc.gov.lv/images/LV2030/LIAS_2030_en.pdf (site last visited 29.12.2016).
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Paragraph  41 of this Strategy lists values such as creativity, knowledge, openness to 
new ideas and aspiration to excellence, which increase the personal worth of everyone 
and, thus, the total human capital of Latvia. On the other hand, it is stated therein that 
creativity, tolerance, cooperation and participation promote the unity and safety of 
society and cultural diversity. 

Values have also been defined in “National identity, civil society and integration 
policies (2012–2018)”, wherein the Latvian language, the Latvian culture space, 
Western democratic values, individual freedom and responsibility, the rule of law, 
respect, human rights, tolerance, civic participation, belief in progress are listed. In 
defining the requisite measures to implement the values listed previously, account was 
taken of the findings of many sociological studies and European Union directives.26 
Three recommendations were made to resolve pressing social problems: 1) to develop 
civil society and integration, 2) to develop national identity, promote the national lan
guage and strengthen cultural space, 3) to produce a cohesive social memory.27 Fol
lowing up on these recommendations would lead to strengthening European values in 
Latvia. 

Values which characterise culture have been integrated into the Latvian Culture 
Canon (drawn up in 2008, updated from 2016 onwards).28 

Values are also mentioned in judgements handed down by the Constitutional 
Court of Latvia: “The Constitutional Court recognizes that the State of Latvia is based 
on such fundamental values as, among others, basic rights and fundamental freedoms, 
democracy, sovereignty of the State and people, separation of powers, and the rule of 
law”.29

Studies of values in Latvia have made the following categorisations:
1) freedom (an individual, existential, social, cultural, economic, and political 

value);
2) an aestheticized, ecologically balanced attitude towards nature, based on pan

theistic concepts, nature as future capital; 
3) Christian values as the basis for European civilisation;
4) values of the Enlightenment and humanism which are evident in the history of 

ideas on the territory of Latvia and in Latvian living practices;

26 Nacionālās identitātes, pilsoniskās sabiedrības un integrācijas politikas pamatnostādnes (2012–2018). 
Accessible at: www.km.gov.lv/lv/doc/nozaru/integracija/.../KMPam_071011_integ.pdf (site last visited 
29.12.2016).

27 Nacionālās identitātes, pilsoniskās sabiedrības un integrācijas politikas pamatnostādnes (2012–2018), 
97. lpp. 

28 Latvian Cultural Canon. Accessible at: http://www.kulturaskanons.lv/en/1/ (site last visited 29.12.2016).
29 Judgement on Behalf of the Republic of Latvia, Case No. 20083501, p. 54. Accessible at: http://www.satv. 

tiesa.gov.lv/wpcontent/uploads/2008/09/20083501_Spriedums_ENG.pdf (site last visited 22.03.2016).  
See also the judgement in re: Par likuma “Par Lisabonas līgumu, ar ko groza Līgumu par Eiropas Savienību 
un Eiropas Kopienas dibināšanas līgumu” atbilstību Latvijas Republikas Satversmes 101. pantam: Latvijas 
Republikas Satversmes tiesas spriedums, 17. punkts. Accessible at: https://likumi.lv/ta/id/190439par
likumaparlisabonasligumuarkogrozaligumupareiropassavienibuuneiropaskopienasdibinasanas
ligumuatbilstibu (site last visited 22.03.2017).
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5) development of a national culture and the Latvian language, which did not lead 
to the Latvian people standing aside but instead integrating into the 19th century 
European national romantic spiritual movement, the socalled First Awakening;

6) Latvia as a state is a political value, its foundation at the beginning of the 20th 
century and its restoration at the end of 20th century; resistance to the 20th cen
tury occupation regimes in Latvia; 

7) the fundamental values of the constitutional order of Latvia;
8) the values of rationalism, science and the rule of law in Latvia;
9) postmaterial values, solidarity, human rights and tolerance in Latvia during the 

21st century.
Consideration of values is based on a philosophical axiological approach and the 

historical method for looking at Latvia and Latvians as bearers of a unique, concrete 
historical experience, as a microhistorical part of the greater macrohistory of Europe 
whose broad lines do not always coincide (i.e. they are not parallel) with the geopoliti
cal and social political as well as the cultural history of Latvia. Nevertheless, overall, 
Latvia and Latvians have historically aspired towards European values, culminating in 
membership of the community of the European Union. 

Survival values and cultural values in the context  
of striving for freedom

Over the centuries, the value “freedom” has been a driving force for Western civili
sation, perhaps the most important value underpinning the Western way of life. From 
the 18th century onwards, philosophically and politically formulated desires for free
dom have driven European development, since only a free individual can be creative, 
selfsufficient, and happy. What is necessary is not egoistic and anarchic freedom, but 
a freedom that takes the form of belief in higher values — the good, the virtuous, and 
togetherness. Even when they were oppressed, Latvians have always aspired to be edu
cated, to enjoy freedom of movement, the freedom to make use of their property, and 
cultural and social processes have reflected these aspirations, which were described by 
philosophers of the Enlightenment from the end of the 18th century onwards. The value 
“freedom” is evident once the people develop selfconfidence and spiritual leaders who 
manifest this selfconfidence.

We may agree with those who formulated classifications that basic values are asso
ciated with survival, since as long as survival is not ensured it is difficult to thirst for 
freedom and independence. At the most basic level people must be able to satisfy 
needs that ensure life (living on this earth is an important value) — food, a dwelling, 
medical care, security, and the possibility for spiritual development. The World Values 
Map, drawn up by the sociologists Ronald Īnglehardt and Christian Welzel, shows that 
survival values are still central to less developed countries in Africa and South Ame
rica, inhibiting the possibility of exercising their values of self-expression, including in
dividual freedom.
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The difficult life led by Latvian peasants and constant threats to their existence 
over the centuries led to the development of stern relationships and a stoic existence in 
small farmsteads inhabited solely by kin. Up until the abolition of serfdom during the 
19th century (in 1817 in the Governorate of Kurzeme, 1819, in the Governorate of 
Vidzeme, 1861 in Latgale), one can conclude that fundamental values or survival 
 values for Latvians and other peoples living in this territory who did not belong to the 
economically advantaged class, were guaranteed at a low level. Individuals who were 
trapped by the system of serfdom had neither political, nor individual freedom, and 
had minimal possibilities of cultural development. 

The emphasis put on elementary survival and social security values has been a 
feature of the history of Latvia, including the rebellion of 1802 in Kauguri, when 
peasants rose up against their oppressors, as well as during the 1905 rebellion against 
Tsarist autocracy. 

The writer Kārlis Skalbe noted in his book Mazās piezīmes (Short Notes) that 
Latvians have been assigned the role throughout history of being something akin to 
international super-phosphate, that is, an item available for use, i.e. useful to meet the 
goals of others, in the same way as fertiliser is spread over fields so that crops might 
grow better. However, the aim of the development of a people is not to remain as a by
stander of history, but instead to create their own state, to strengthen their native 
tongue, education, and culture. 

The presence of Baltic German culture in the Baltic, Protestantism, and the influ
ence exerted by the philosophical rationalism of Europe on the cultural and educa
tional environment meant that the ideas of Kant about personal freedom, the role 
played by reason and responsible exercise of free will, arrived in the Baltic at the end of 
the 18th century; although at that time these ideas were not directly applicable to Latvi
ans as a people, they did produce a spiritual atmosphere imbued with attractive values: 
reason — virtue — freedom. In 1710 (when Riga surrendered to Russia), the Baltic 
Germans became a privileged minority of Russia since they retained their rights as 
landed gentry; the German language continued to dominate in the Baltic Governorates 
(Vidzeme, Kurzeme, and Estonia). The autonomy enjoyed by the Baltic Germans af
fected the European modernisation of the whole of Russia and left deep imprints on 
retention of cultural values on the territory of Latvia. In this way the Baltic remained 
part of the European cultural space and was not fully Russified.30 Benedikts Kalnačs 
has evaluated these socalled Western values as follows: “As privileged provinces of the 

30 Leaving aside the historical dislike of Germans in the Baltic, it must be admitted that the presence of 
German culture brought a smattering of European development. Some members of the nobility of Baltic 
German antecedents, some of the clergy, medical doctors, school teachers, craftsmen, merchants, and others, 
created in Latvia a culture environment at European level, one which many Latvians sought to be a part 
thereof. Even during the interwar period Baltic Germans acted to unite Latvia with Western Europe. One 
can also speak about the Europeanising effect of the presence of Danish and Swedish culture. Russification 
pressure was exerted in the Baltic (in Kurzeme, in Vidzeme, and in Estonia) and intensified around 1880 
when the German minority’s privileges were reduced. This left an impression on the ideas of the Latvian 
intelligentsia — it hoped for a reformed and enlightened Russia. The German landed nobility, through 
merciless suppression of the 1905–1907 uprising, took the side of Tsarist autocracy, and this resulted in a 
situation where everything German became abhorrent. 
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Russian empire, initially a political entity where the deepseated European cultural 
dominance in the area was not substantially challenged, the Baltic lands were subjected 
to the rationalization process initiated by the Western Enlightenment which in the pe
riod of the 18th and 19th centuries allowed for gradual internalization of the consensual 
power models (especially in Estonian and Latvian territories).”31

The arrival in Latvia of Western European ideas was facilitated by 18th century en
lighteners, including the founding of the Academia Petrina in Jelgava in 1775, and the 
activities of Johann Melchior Gottlieb Beseke, Johann Georg Sulzer, Gottlob David 
Hartmann and others.  Special mention has to be made of the European intellectual 
life of Jelgava and the role in Western orientation played by the academic teaching staff 
of Academia Petrina. Publication of the works by Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure 
Reason (1781, in Riga), Critique of Practical Reason (1788, in Riga), Groundwork of the 
Metaphysics of Morals (1785), and Critique of Judgement (1793, in Liepāja) by the pub
lishing house of Johann Friedrich Hartknoch were important events in the intellectual 
life of Europe. The “three critiques” by Immanuel Kant are today considered to be 
among of the most important books that have appeared in Europe, in that they show 
that reason, free will, and judgement are the guarantors of personal autonomy and 
freedom. In this way, the publication in Riga of works by Kant is clear evidence for the 
Euro pean dimension of intellectual life in the city during the 18th century.

The works by Kant belong to the category of works corresponding to the highest 
European intellectual standards with a global historical significance. Although for 
practical purposes the ideas of Kant were not intended to address illiterate peasants, an 
intellectual elite appeared on the territory of Latvia consisting of followers, critics and 
interpreters of Kant’s ideas, i.e. Gottlieb David Hartmann, Gottlob Benjamin Jäsche, 
Jakob Michael Lenz, and representatives of Academia Petrina.32 His followers and cri
tics dealt with the ideas of Kant about reason, will, the categorical imperative, and the 
limits to freedom; among these was Johann Georg Hamann, known as the Northern 
Magus, who spent some time in Latvia and who developed the philosophy of language. 

Latvian peasants found themselves in a tragic situation, notably their survival 
values were disadvantaged, yet their striving for freedom was documented in a book 
published in 1796 by Garlieb Merkel, Die Letten, vorzüglich in Liefland, am Ende des 
phil osophischen Jahrhunderts (Latvians, firstly in Livonia, at the end of the century of 
Enlightenment). The idea of freedom was central for Merkel. He wrote: “The ultimate 
goal of every improvement must be Latvian freedom, inasmuch as improvements are 
only possible when they are based on freedom.”33 

31 Kalnačs, B. 20th century Baltic Drama: Postcolonial Narratives, Decolonial Options. Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 
2016, p. 34. 

32 For more details see: Stradiņš J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā. Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta ap
gāds, 2009, 639 lpp. 

33 Merkel, G. Die Letten, vorzüglich in Liefland, am Ende des philosophischen Jahrhunderts. Ein Beytrag zur 
Völker- und Menschenkunde. Leipzig, 1797, S. 319. In the original this passage reads, “Die Freiheit endlich 
der Letten kann und muss der lezte [sic!] Zweck jeder Verbesserung seyn, so wie diese nur aus jener gegründet 
werden kann.”  The inhuman nature of serfdom and its impact on survival values has been studied in Jannau, 
H. von. Geschichte der Sklaverey und Character der Bauern in Liefland und Ehstland. Riga: Hartknoch, 1786. 
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Merkel regarded Latvians as an oppressed people, but he was not a revolutionary 
and wished to see serfdom lifted gradually, step by step, regarding moral values as a 
precondition for abolition. This reflects his philosophical position on Enlightenment. 
Merkel wrote: “But in order that a drastic change not occur which might appear as dan
gerous, let them be set free who are worthy, i.e. as a reward for civic virtues, sobriety, 
diligence, and peacefulness.”34 He also insists on such personal traits as diligence, thrifti
ness, and faultless bearing. He describes Latvians as having a peasant identity, belong
ing to the earth and to a place, i.e. having a spatial culture, and patriarchal values. 

There are two different attitudes in Latvia concerning the heritage of the phil
osophical and social ideas of Merkel: on the one hand, he is undoubtedly a brilliant 
example of a person who condemned the injustices meted out to Latvian peasants who 
desired to be free, and this is both fascinating and challenging, 

On the other hand, he held that individual freedom is possible only when morality 
had been inculcated in the life led by the oppressed class. His position shows traces of 
the Kantian demand to associate freedom with personal morality and a developed per
sonality. Thus, Latvians treat Merkel with caution: they appreciate the demand for 
freedom, but are reticent about the condition that a virtue must be the basis for con
duct, without which they are undeserving of being set free, inasmuch as Merkel was 
very critical in his depiction of the peasant way of life. He did not advocate uncondi
tional freeing of the oppressed peasantry, but first desired that their peasant vices be 
overcome.

34 Merkel, G. Die Letten, vorzüglich in Liefland, am Ende des philosophischen Jahrhunderts, S. 320.

Fig. 1. The title page of the publication in Riga of works by Immanuel Kant, publisher Johann Friedrich 
Hartknoch (Academic Library of the University of Latvia)
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Three value orientations were for
mulated: for Kant freedom was impossi
ble in the absence of virtue, with pure 
and practical reason linked to freedom. 
Merkel wished to see first evidence for 
morality and only then freedom would 
follow. For an oppressed people, such a 
historical development turns out to be 
impossible. The people desire freedom, 
but put off the issue of morality. How
ever, freedom in the absence of morals 
in the end leads to egotism, arbitrari
ness, and ignoring common interests, as 
Hegel has said, to “absolute horror”. 

Who was right: the version advo
cated by Kant? By Merkel? By the desire 
of the oppressed Latvian peasants to be 
rid of their oppressors?

A dilemma presents itself: is true freedom possible in the absence of morals? In 
the light of Kant’s philosophy, it is not. Nevertheless, amongst people (Latvians) who 
were struggling for economic and political freedom, demanding the end of serfdom, to 
receive land for use (and as property), the conviction was formed that political and 
economic liberty are possible without values grounded in personal development, mo
rality, and responsibility. 

This dilemma is still relevant today. One may ask whether true personal freedom 
has been achieved in the renewed Latvian state in the 21st century, if the socioeconomic 
and political changes have not stimulated development of morals, such that the state 
must still struggle with corruption,35 various machinations, and political dishonesty. 
Even after restoration of Latvian independence a duplicitous game is still being played 
with values, given that not a little violence is meted out to individuals through egotism, 
hypocrisy, and the power of money. One can often hear opinions voiced in Latvia that 
the principal interest of our government is money (or its various synonyms: profit, 
economic advantage, and so on), not freedom and morals.

The concept of “freedom” in terms of culture and personal development became 
entrenched in Latvian society starting with the New Latvians during the mid19th cen
tury.  At the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries, the concept still had the connotation of 
“permission, privilege”; thus, freedom was equated with privilege, and exceptional sta
tus. National identity and the striving for freedom came from the European spirit of 
Herder and Humboldt, who were influenced by 19th century German romanticism, but 
for Latvians it was difficult to associate this with Germans as in the mind of the people 

35 Professor emeritus Rasma ŠildeKārkliņa has set out a useful analysis of the situation in her monograph, The 
System Made Me Do It: Corruption in Post-Communist Societies. New York: M. E. Sharpe, 2005, wherein she 
discusses the roots of corruption, examining also the absence of morality in contemporary Latvia. 

Fig. 2. The first edition of Die Letten (held at the Rare Books 
and Manuscripts Collection of the Library of the University of 
Latvia)
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Germans were seen as their local oppressors. Correspondingly, circumstances arose 
whereby Latvians sought to confirm their new European values by orienting them
selves towards progressive Russia. In their affirmation of the importance of the Latvian 
language it was necessary to rid themselves of German influence, yet the same resist
ance was not put up against Russian influence.36 For example, Ernst Glück, who trans
lated the Bible into Latvian, Fricis Veinbergs, Andrejs Spekke, Andrejs Krastkalns, 
Janis Jansons (Brauns), among others, are associated with Moscow. Jānis Čakste and 
Gustavs Zemgals, State Presidents of the Republic of Latvia, both graduated from Mos
cow University. The writers Kārlis Skalbe, Jānis Akuraters, Antons and Pēteris Birkerts, 
among others, worked in Moscow. In his study of the origins of science and higher 
edu cation in Latvia, Jānis Stradiņš described these circumstances as: “Europe in Latvia 
and Latvia in Europe”, emphasising the close link which existed with Russia, in parti
cular with the Imperial Saint Petersburg Academy of Sciences.37 Accordingly, links be
tween Latvia and Saint Petersburg, Moscow, etc., have to be seen in the light of the 
need to ensure local economic development, culture, education, and science at the end 
of the 19th century — beginning of the 20th century. 

During this period, which also coincided with the onset of the era of modernity, 
the idea of freedom was broadened to include freewill based on reason, social activity, 
and intellectual development. The art of Latvia reflected this.  For example, the play, 
Sidraba šķidrauts (The Silver Veil), by the noted Latvian poetess and playwright As
pazija, which was staged in Riga in 1905 with resounding success, is a powerful artistic 
appeal for freedom as the highest value and expresses the conviction that truth will 
lead to freedom. Truth is the highest value or virtue. In her play Aspazija not only in
serted revolutionary symbols of the liberation of the Latvian people, but also sketched 
out the need for development of the people themselves. Guna, the principal heroine of 
the play, states:

Es eju turp, kur vētra nāk un iet, — I go there whence storms come and go, —
Es eju pati sevī piepildīties.  I go there to be fulfilled.38

The poet and playwright Rainis (spouse of Aspazija) played an important role in 
the history of Latvia, by strengthening the values of modernity. Rainis inspired the 
New Current movement, and was part of it. Contemporaries have described how 
Rainis became the most profound exponent of national thinking in an inter na tio
nal  context, as well as the most influential spokesman for the idea of the state of 
Latvia. The works of Rainis include idealistic pathos of freedom as expressed by Fried
rich Schiller, as well as the image of a solitary “mountain climber”, and a synthesis of 

36 The link with Russian science, culture, and education which embodied development values of European 
civilisation, the education role played by universities in Russia, first and foremost, St Petersburg University, 
learning the Russian language and literature, overcoming provincialism during the history of Latvia is not in 
doubt, and it would be difficult to doubt its value for purely political reasons. V. Vīķe Freiberga has written: 
“...the contribution made by Russian culture to the overall cultural landscape of Latvia is just as attractive 
as any other contribution, and one can justifiably regard it to have only enriched cultural life in Latvia in 
certain sectors”. See: VīķeFreiberga, V. Kultūra un latvietība. Rīga: Karogs, 2010, 110. lpp.

37 Stradiņš, J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā, 12. lpp. 
38 Aspazija. Sidraba šķidrauts. Accessible at: http://www.letonika.lv/literatura/Reader.aspx?r=285 (site last 

visited 29.12.2016)
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socialist and national values. The ideals advanced by Rainis were freedom of the 
 people, sovereignty, cultural development, democracy, social justice, etc.39

The history of Latvia shows, however, that gaining social and economic liberty, in 
conjunction with emancipation of individuals, does not necessarily mean the birth and 
development of an existentially responsible sense of freedom. The opposite may occur, 
when external liberty, which has been achieved politically, overshadows the need to be 
free in an ethical and moral sense, and also the spirit of solidarity. Society in Latvia 
was faced with this dilemma, tied to realisation of the value freedom over the period 
1920–1940, a time when there was freedom within the state, but which was from 1934 
gradually eroded by authoritarianism, the cult of a leader, and the appearance of mass 
culture, which circumscribed the possibilities of individual freedom and interrupted 
the process of democratisation previously under way. Values based on authoritaria
nism, derived from an ideology based on agrarian values, gained strength during the 
last five years preceding the Second World War (these are typified by the 1934 state 
coup carried out by Kārlis Ulmanis).40 Values promoted by nationalistic ideology 
tended to strengthen after the state coup. For example, a collection of articles by Kārlis 
Ulmanis, Degsme (Fervour) compiled in 1938 by Līgotņu Jēkabs, presented a system 
wherein national state values advanced by the leader are to become part of the public 
education system; these values included unity, statehood, Latvianness, teamwork, pa
triotism, development, the art of living in tune with nature, agrarian culture, etc. Such 
values had already made their appearance in early articles and speeches by Kārlis 
 Ulmanis, when, for example, in 1915 (before the Latvian state was founded) he de
clared that: “First of all, freedom, the people, the state, and only then what benefits 
me.”41 Ulmanis set out moral guidelines, already in his early writings, for example, in 
1914, when composing a reply to the question as to what kind of people are needed, he 
stated that: “People who cannot be bought. (...) People whose efforts transcend their 
selfinterest...”42 However, after 1934, the rise in authoritarianism in Latvia meant that 
state, moral and cultural values were centred upon what is Latvian at the ethnic sense, 
and this is criticised from modern standpoint. 

The history of Latvia is interwoven with aspirations to political freedom as na-
tional liberation and that of society as a whole, and the acquisition of statehood. 
For a long period after the end of the 19th century, this idea of liberty is stronger than 
aspirations to an existential freedom of human development, i.e. freedom. 

Longing for freedom is accompanied by ideas of emancipation; freedom in the 
choice of lifestyle, demands for gender equality,43 personal autonomy, freedom of 

39 For more about the historical role played by literature in creating and strengthening values, see the article by 
Anita Rožkalne, “The contribution of Latvian literature to world culture”, in this volume.

40 For details see the article by Aivars Stranga, “The Authoritarian Regime of K. Ulmanis (1934–1940): politics, 
ideology, economics” in Volume 2 of this publication.

41 Ulmanis, K. Degsme. Rīga: Avots, 1991, 421. lpp., text source “Zeme”, 1915. 
42 Ibid., 340. lpp., text source: “Zeme”, 1914. 
43 In 1905, a law was adopted, applicable over the territory of Latvia, whereby as one of the first areas in Russia, 

women were granted the right to vote in local council elections. Gender equality was confirmed in provisions 
of the 1922 State Constitution of Latvia (Satversme), and women were also empowered to vote in elections 
for the highest legislative body. 
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speech, and democracy. Emancipation meant growth in the value of selfexpression, 
including the possibility of ensuring equality when exercising freedom of choice. Con
clusions about selfexpression values, drawn from the World Values Map produced by 
Inglehardt and Welzel in the course of their study of values, support the assertion that 
these are the most promising values for humankind. Their conclusions state that: “Ob
jective factors that have been found to favour democracy (including economic pros
perity, income equality, ethnic homogeneity, world market integration, global media 
exposure, closeness to democratic neighbours, a Protestant heritage, social capital and 
so forth) exert an influence on democracy mostly insofar as these factors favour eman
cipative values.”44 

It was only through the foundation of the Latvian state in 1918, and afterwards, 
through renewal of an independent state, in the context of the collapse of the USSR 
in 1991, that national self-determination and freedom as a value became a true 
component of daily life and culture in a sovereign state. Emancipatory values were 
not supported in Latvia during the Soviet period. Defence of such values was con
sidered to be a form of dissent. Although formally gender equality existed, women 
encountered far greater difficulties in everyday life than was the case in the de
veloped Western Europe, principally due to the low material level of local develop
ment. 

Many political movements at the end of the 1980s sought to put into practice their 
conviction that people might be liberated and establish an independent state — the 
Popular Fronts in the Baltic, the “Solidarity” movement in Poland, associations of the 
intelligentsia and artists in Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and many other similar groups 
elsewhere. The Third Awakening during the mid1980s began in Latvia as a defence of 
environmental values (opposing the construction of hydroelectric power stations on 
the Daugava River, proposed by the USSR, which would have seriously disturbed the 
ecology of the lower reaches of the Daugava) and restoration of the status of the 
Latvian language. Changes came about handinhand with three core values: our Na-
ture, our Freedom, and our Language.45

It was during the period of Awakening in the Baltic during the late 20th century 
that public movements in Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania were able to synchronise their 
aspirations to benefit from philosophical values famously part of European culture – 
human rights, liberty, prosperity, and solidarity — combined with the ideas of na-
tional liberation and state renewal in Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania. This provided 
the political movements with a sense of equilibrium and prevented, during the politi
cal struggle, the emergence of nationalism as a violent ideology, or even anarchistic 
populism. 

44 World Values Map. Catalogue of Findings. World values survey, pp. 14–15. Accessible at: http://www.
worldvalues survey.org/WVSContents.jsp

45 The study concluded that, “The Russian minorities were notably more traditional in their values than 
Estonians and Latvians, the latter wanting rapid change and an end to the Communist regime.” Kase
kamp, A. Return to the West (1991–2009). A History of the Baltic States. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2010, p. 187. 
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Nonviolent resistance during the period of activities by the Popular Front of 
Latvia grew out of the historical experience of the people.46 The sensible option of of
fering nonviolent resistance only reinforced efforts to formulate legally sound de
mands for a sovereign state and for securing the status of Latvian as the official lan
guage. Nonviolent resistance in the Baltic was termed to be the Singing Revolution. 
Its core value was regaining freedom by this means. Guntis Šmidchens, who has stu
died the power of song, recognised that song was not that far removed from political 
tactics, but these were intertwined, giving a powerful emotional political impetus.47 

Both freedom and liberty have been achieved and these have led to a diversity of 
possibilities and choices. Nevertheless, a consumer society has developed in Latvia 
from 1990 onwards, in the same way as in Western European countries. Latvia has 
gained political freedom, a free market economy, together with the restoration of state
hood in 1990, but this has not guaranteed that individuals will have the sense to make 
use of the  freedom which they have recovered in an ethical manner.48

After the real renewal of state independence in 1991, views on cultural and social 
values started to be clouded by a practical, rudimentary spirit of capitalism and politi
cal competition. Privatisation during the 1990s often happened illegally, with political 
activities partnered with criminal business groups, thus the transition from the 
planned socialist system to market capitalism meant a break with the orientation of 
values. The Weltanschauung dominant in the Baltic States during the 1990s was not 
preordained; partly this was based on the renewal of historical experience, partly on a 
search for ethnic identity, partly on pragmatic interests and also on the prospects of 
“returning to Europe”.

A similar transition process when social values changed took place in all of the 
postCommunist states in Europe.49 Society in Latvia is not monoethnic, thus there 
exist several essential differences between the titular nationality, i.e. Latvians and non
Latvians, when they are asked about values.50 Essential differences include different 

46 Values which were in evidence in Latvia during the period of nonviolent resistance — freedom, spiritual 
strength, respect for the law, culture, etc. — were the basis for renewing in 1990 a democratic and law
based state, one that conformed to European standards. A team led by T. Jundzis has studied nonviolent 
resistance (V. Blūzma, T. Jundzis, J. Riekstiņš, H. Strods, G. Sharp). Regaining Independence: Non-Violent 
Resistance in Latvia, 1945–1991. 

47 Šmidchens, G. The Power of Song. Nonviolent National Culture in the Baltic Singing Revolution. Seattle, 
London: University of Washington Press, Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2014, p. 252. 

48 A postmaterialist lifestyle in the 21st century has not so much increased the possibilities open to free 
individuals as  much as redistributed these — some will gain, others will not. Freedom is not seen now as it 
was during the classical period when national states were established and also during the period of colonial 
liberation. Freedom as a term is used as an adjective (free, notfree), not as an ideal, a political value to 
aspire to, or as utopia.

49 Letki, N., Mierina, I. Inequality and Social Capital in PostCommunist Europe. Christoforou, A., Davis, J. B. 
(eds.). Social Capital and Economics: Social Values, Power, and Social Identity (Routledge Advances in Social 
Economics). London: Routledge, 2014, pp. 147–168.

50 The psychologist Ivars Austers has made several studies about values, see: Attribution of value stereotypes as 
a consequence of group membership: Latvian and Russians students living in Latvia compared. International 
Journal of Intercultural Relations, Vol. 26, Issue 3, 2002, pp. 273–285. Accessible at: http://www.sciencedirect.
com/ science/article/pii/S0147176702000044 (site last visited 30.12.2016).
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 interpretations of political history (for example, has there been an occupation or not), 
stereotypes, inherited traditions and diversity of lifestyle, etc. The policy followed 
today by the Latvian state is oriented towards solidarity and strengthening integration 
in society as a whole, including different ethnic, social, and religious groups; state pro
grammes have been formulated51 and financial resources made available to promote 
this process. The Guidelines for National Identity and Integration of Society state that: 
“The key goal of the Guidelines is a strong and united nation of Latvia, a national and 
democratic community ensuring the preservation and enrichment of its unifying 
foundation — the Latvian language, culture and national identity, European demo
cratic values, and a unique cultural space, — for a balanced development of Latvia as a 
national and democratic country. The Guidelines define society integration as social 
inclusion of all people living in Latvia, disregarding their ethnic background and self
identification.”52

Today freedom is highly cherished, but security is becoming an ever more pressing 
issue, whereby people opt not for individual independence, but closer belonging to a 
community. The people of Latvia are progressively seeing the world outside of their 
borders as unsafe, full of risks which threaten freedom. The annual findings of studies 
presented by the Latvian Institute of International Affairs provide evidence for this.53 
The foreign affairs expert Imants Lieģis has characterised the Latvian mentality as 
“isolationist”, based as it is on a centuriesold culture of individual farmsteads. How
ever, contemporary political processes are forcing the society of Latvia to globalise, 
and to face the migrant, refugee, and asylum seeker crisis by acting together with the 
other member states of the European Union.54 Freedom gained through liberation 
from oppression and a foreign power now has to be put to use by becoming involved 
in European and global development issues, with the formulation of state policies re
garding problems facing the European Union and making a contribution to their reso
lution. 

Nature as a value and the basis for belonging

Attitudes of people towards nature have resulted in values which influence daily 
life, culture, agriculture, and the economy in general. These values are the natural envi
ronment, the landscape, a harmonious ecological system, biodiversity, and the aes
thetic value of nature.55 

51 The document, “Sabiedrības integrācija Latvijā”, is accessible at: http://www.mfa.gov.lv/en/usa/policy/
integratedsociety/theintegrationofsocietyinlatviaaframeworkdocument (site last visited 30.12.2016). 

52 http://www.mfa.gov.lv/en/policy/societyintegration/integrationpolicyinlatviaamultifacetedapproach/
guidelinesofnationalidentityandsocietyintegration (site last visited 30.12.2016).

53 Latvian Foreign and Security Policy. Yearbook 2016. Riga: Latvian Institute of International Affairs, 2016. 
Accessible at: http://liia.lv/site/docs/LIIA_Yearbook_2016.pdf (site last visited 30.12.2016).

54 Lieģis, I. Latvia’s Foreign Policy in Times of Existential Challenges, p. 7. Accessible at: http://liia.lv/site/ docs/
LIIA_Yearbook_2016.pdf (site last visited 30.12.2016).

55 Skultans, V. Narratives of Landscape in Latvian History and Memory. Landscape Review, Vol. 7, No. 2, 2001, 
pp. 25–39. 

Maija Kūle    VALUES IN LATVIA (IN THE CONTEXT OF EUROPEAN AND UNIVERSAL VALUES)



452 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

What influences a nation’s life the most — history, nature, the past, or aspirations 
for the future? Edmunds Bunkše, a geographer of Latvian origin, considers that the 
dominant element in the culture of Latvia is nature, not history.56 It is impossible to 
avoid an awareness of history, but there is much that is painful in this history — inva
sion of the territory of Latvia by crusaders during the 13th century, oppression of the 
peasants, serfdom, two occupations during the 20th century, the world wars, etc. 

The relationship with nature is harmonious, peaceful, and there is a universal feel
ing of belonging. Often nature serves to unite, while social and political issues tend to 
divide. 

There is an objective basis for a positive relationship with nature. Latvia is a coun
try with a relatively low population density, considerable open space which has not 
been urbanised, there are still areas in the countryside which have not been touched, 
there are beautiful pine forests, unique swamps, rich Nordic flora and fauna, birds 
which are relatively rarely seen in Western Europe, for example, storks (the poet  Imants 
Ziedonis called for these birds to be symbols of Latvia, alongside the wagtail). Forests 
cover 50.2% of the territory of Latvia. These large areas absorb more CO2, than Latvia 
is able to emit, which results in such natural values as fresh air, silence, as well as the 
social and cultural value of relaxing in the outdoors, which may be offered as an inter
national universal value. 

Nature is recognised to be a value which is part of national identity.  For Latvians 
who lived in exile after the Second World War in the USA, Germany, Sweden, and 
elsewhere, romantic characterisation of nature, a feature which was strongly present in 
their literature, symbolised longing for the homeland. Baltic German literature also 
features closeness to Latvian nature.57

The authors of the Sustainable Development Strategy of Latvia indicate that nature 
as capital is one of the principal future values of Latvia in economic, cultural and eco
logical terms.58

The countries in the Baltic Sea region, including Latvia, are not under threat of 
major natural cataclysms, in that damaging earthquakes are absent, as are typhoons, 
etc. The four seasons follow a natural cycle, which imparts the ritual of anticipation to 
the sense of living: we await the height of summer, Jāņi (the summer solstice or Mid
summer Festival), then a snowy landscape and Christmas.59 Latvian spiritual culture as 

56 Bunkše, E. V. God, Thine Earth is Burning: Nature Attitude and the Latvian Drive for Independence. 
GeoJournal, Vol. 26, No. 2, 1992, p. 203.

57 Melngaile, V. Nature in contemporary Latvian Poetry: a Changing Vision. LITUANUS, Lithuanian Quarterly 
Journal of Arts and Sciences, Vol. 17, No. 1, 1971. Accessible at: http://www.lituanus.org/1971/71_1_04.
htm (site last visited 30.12.2016); Bela, B. Exile as a Catalyst for Values. Oral History: Migration and Local 
Identities. Riga: National Oral History, Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, University of Latvia, 2011, 
pp. 8–23. 

58 Sustainable Development Strategy of Latvia until 2030, p. 56. Accessible at: http://www.pkc.gov.lv/images/ 
LV2030/LIAS_2030_en.pdf (site last visited 30.12.2016).

59 The turning of the seasons is a significant source of inspiration in Latvian culture and offer the possibility of 
presenting aesthetically the changes in nature, portraying the longtime scale dialectic with rapid time. For 
example, the composer Pēteris Vasks has produced an excellent work for piano, “Gadalaiki”. Vasks, P. The 
Seasons. Die Jahreszeiten. Vestard Shimkus, piano. Audio CD, WERGO, 2010. 
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reflected in folk songs60 and in poetry puts greater emphasis on the beauty of nature, 
and harmony in relations between people and nature, than on threats from the forces 
of nature, or on the contrast between nature and the urban environment. The cultural 
attitude towards nature is respectful and protective. The following Latvian folk song is 
typical: 

Caur sidraba birzi gāju, I walked through a silver stand of birch trees,
Ne zariņa nenolauzu! Without breaking off a single branch!

The people of Latvia typically take delight in the sun as the source of light and fer
tility; in folklore, this is expressed in folk songs on the theme of the Sun.61 The south
ern peoples see in the sun aggression, the beginning of destruction, and hence the sun 
is not represented by them in as positive a light as in Latvia. Flower beds beside dwell
ings, presentation of flowers on festive occasions, even the cultural phenomenon of 
school children presenting flowers to their teachers on the first day of the school year, 
all reflect a developed sense of aesthetics and attitude towards nature. A culture of tak
ing steam baths has regained popularity and is associated with specific rituals; there 
are also competitions between villages and towns for bestkept gardens, etc. 

Nature as a value to be protected appears in Latvia in the form of romanticism in 
literature and art, in philosophical ideas, and in music. Recognition of nature as a value 
is evident in the pantheistic and panentheistic elements of traditional Latvian culture. 
The minor deities of Latvian folklore, including Laima, Dēkla, Kārta, as well as Māra 
(the name of the last possibly derived from the Christian Mary, or from Māršava, the 
guardian of cows), are all associated with nature. Colourful images of nature, flora, and 
fauna are present in Latvian folk songs which give a symbolic view of the world.62 

The desire to find a middle way between the natural, the divine and the human 
world, as well as between Christianity and preChristian beliefs, has produced syncre
tism. The pantheistic sense of life came to Latvia with the Moravian Brothers’ move
ment, Herrnhutism63 and the ideas of their spiritual father, Nikolaus von Zinzendorf. 
Pantheistic sentiments are still evident today in Latvian traditions, largely having lost 
the dimension of belief, but emphasising the symbolic significance of rituals. 

Celebrations of Jāņi with bonfires, special songs (līgo dziesmas), immersion in the 
rhythms of nature, the sounds and smells of a summer’s night, is an experience 
grounded in pantheism, and one of the most important Latvian festive days, moreover 
it is one in which members of other nationalities also take part. (Unfortunately, these 
days too many of the celebrations yield to the blandishments of consumer society.)

The culture of the Nordic peoples tends to feature more mysticism, paganism, 
links to forests and lakes than is the case for southerners. The Lithuanian philosopher 

60 VīķisFreibergs, V. (ed.). Linguistics and Poetics of Latvian Folk Songs. Montreal & Kingston: McGillQueen’s 
University Press, 1989, 371 pp.

61 VīķeFreiberga, V. Saules balsis. Latvian Sun Song Melodies. (In Latvian and English). Rīga: Karogs, 2005, 
151 pp.

62 Reidzāne, B. Latviešu tautasdziesmu semantika. Dabas tēli tautasdziesmās. Rīga: Zinātne, 2015. 
63 Krūmiņa, S. The Brotherhoods of Herrnhuters in Latvia: the Specularities of their Religious Experience. 

Dialogue between Christianity and Secularism in Latvia. Annals of the European Academy of Sciences and 
Arts, Vol. 15, No. 6, 1996, pp. 60–75. 
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Arvydas Juozaitis states that this fea
ture is more prevalent among Latvians 
than among Lithuanians.64 The musi
cal pitch of Edvard Grieg, the stern 
characters in the dramas written by 
Henrik Ibsen,65 and the passions de
scribed in the novels of Knut Hamsun, 
are all close to Latvian perceptions. 

Latvians have historically been a 
settled, not a nomadic people, and un
derstood themselves culturally and 
ideologically as a nation of farm
ersploughmen, seeing the country
side as the venue for Latvian selfex
pression and a guarantor of tradition. 
Some scholars (Katrina Schwartz) as
sociate the search for Latvian identity 

with agrarian nationalist tendencies, which is directly opposed to international libe
ralism.66 

Value orientations concerning Latvianness to be rooted in the peasant way of life 
started in the mid19th century, and was promoted by the state during the 1920s and 
1930s. The theme of peasantry arose in discussions about Latvian literature during the 
Soviet period around 1970 and after the restoration of Latvian state independence be
ginning with 1990, and peasant values were employed to forge a conviction that agra
rian nationalism was a possible ideological basis for state renewal. 

During the 1920s and 1930s, the ideology of a “nation of farmers” was developed, 
stimulated by the land reform of 1920–1937 and an effort to grant every Latvian a por
tion of arable land. In this way, Latvia (and indeed the entire Baltic) became one of the 
most egalitarian states in Europe as regards ownership of land.67

The ideology of the Latvian state during this time considered dispersed, solitary 
farmsteads68 as selfsufficient elements of agricultural production, and a model for 
 interpersonal relations. Peasant values were encouraged and labouring on the land 
was seen as an expression of Latvianness. Values manifested in the countryside and the 
link with nature were considered more important than urban values generated during 
the process of industrialisation. 

64 Jozaitis, A. Rīga — cita civilizācija. Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 2014, 192. lpp. 
65 Brynhildsvoll, K., Kalnačs, B., Sokół, L. (eds.). Ibsen. Reception in Poland and the Baltic Countries. Oslo: 

Centre for Ibsen Studies, 2006. 
66 Schwartz, K. Z. S. Nature and National Identity after Communism. Globalizing the Ethnoscape. Pittsburgh: 

University of Pittsburgh Press, 2006, pp. 45–48.
67 Kasekamp, A. A History of the Baltic States. Houndmills, Basingstoke, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, 

p. 114. As a result of land redistribution, the Baltic States became among the most egalitarian societies in 
Europe. 

68 The Latvian Individual Farmstead and its Elements. Latvian Cultural Canon. Accessible at: http://www.
kulturas kanons.lv/en/1/9/2/ (site last visited 06.01.2017).

Fig. 3. Jāņi (Midsummer Festival) night spent beside a 
bonfire (from the personal archive of G. Bērziņš)
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Nevertheless, the rural areas could 
not make do without the urban areas. 
Thus, a contradiction arose between 
values oriented towards rural life and 
the urban system, which led to a num
ber of assessments (inasmuch as devel
opment of the ideology of a nation of 
farmers had to include the urban econ
omy, book publishing, and the media). 
Andrejs Plakans notes: “As nationalistic 
philosophy tightened into ideology, it 
placed peasanthood, rural ways, and 
rural virtues at the center of the national 
identity of Estonians, Latvians, and 
Lithuanians, even while the instruments 
of disseminating that ideology — news
papers, literary magazines, and books — 
emanated mostly from urban centers.”69 Cities developed as multicultural centres. Not 
only Riga, but also Jelgava, Liepāja, and some of the towns of Latvia also developed this 
way. They were dominated by Baltic Germans. Architecture, city planning and business 
were linked to the values held by politically and economically powerful groups. 

In Latvia, the farmstead is recognised as the clearest, architectonically most sym
bolic expression of Latvian historical identity. Ieva Zībārte has written that: “The 
Latvian individual farmstead and its elements contain the code for a simple life and 
natural beauty. These are values of which we are aware and can share with others.”70 
The farmstead has been included as an important historical value in the Latvian Cul
tural Canon. 

In Latvian sensibility, land as the horizon of desire, an aesthetic value, is equally 
present as is appreciation of its economic importance. This has been skilfully depicted 
in landscapes by classic Latvian painters such as Vilhelms Purvītis,71 Eduards Kalniņš, 
Konrāds Ubāns, Ansis Artums, and others. It is noteworthy that nature is perceived 
not as a sublime, overwhelming, attacking force, but as a landscape created by man. 
Nature is neither wild nor industrialised; rather, it is akin to a garden which is tended 
by industrious owners. 

The aestheticized attitude to nature which appears in Latvian folk songs features 
work as lifefulfilling, not just having pragmatic value. Anna Brigadere, a classic 

69 Plakans, A. A Concise History of the Baltic States. Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011, 
pp. 241–242. 

70 Zībārte, I. Latvian individual farmstead and its elements. Accessible at: http://www.kulturaskanons.lv/
en/1/9/2/ (site last visited 06.01.2017); also, Latviešu viensēta. Kultūras kanons. Arhitektūra. Accessible at: 
http://www.letonika.lv/ groups/default.aspx?cid=1005504&r=264&lid=1005504&q=&h=992 (site last visited 
06.01.2017). 

71 Vilhelms Purvītis. Latvian Landscape. Latvian Cultural Canon. Accessible at: http://www.kulturaskanons.lv/
en/ 1/5/42/ (site last visited 06.01.2017).

Fig. 4. A typical Latvian farmstead (collection of the 
Ethnographic Openair Museum of Latvia, photograph by 
Uldis Veisbuks)
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Latvian author, titled her trilogy Dievs. Daba. Darbs (God. Nature. Work) and these 
serve as three key words for understanding Latvian values over the centuries. God 
symbolises transcendental values, the possibility to look at values hierarchically, trans
cendentally. The attitude towards nature features the attitude towards the value life, 
while work in a broader sense refers to the attitude towards social values.72 In the tra
ditional Latvian world view, work as a value refers to work in an existential sense, not 
in the practical form, labour. This work ethic is rooted in Latvian folklore. Nature is 
the teacher of human kind, and mankind has to work not only to survive, but also to 
develop. The writer Zenta Mauriņa has repeatedly emphasised self-expression values, in 
her comparisons of the Latvian set of values expressed in Dievs. Daba. Darbs with the 
values of other peoples.73 The writer is a proponent of the values of classical huma nism, 
and has emphasised the possibility to join together universal values and Latvian values. 
Her literary works form a bridge between Latvian culture and Europe.74 

Zenta Mauriņa has written that the Latvian view of the world is based on such 
values as work, attachment to the land, peace, obstinacy and beauty. Mauriņa is 
guided by the idea of looking at the values of different cultures as being components of 
a single allembracing set of human values. This stance is important to understanding 
values in Latvia after recovery of independence.  The characteristic trait of Latvians to 
be attached to a place, territoriality, is not in dichotomous contrast with internatio
nalism and a feeling of openness. Katrina Schwartz has very aptly described this feel
ing of belonging as: “Internationalism can be wielded not only to transcend territo
riality, but also to reimagine territoriality. (…) Latvians have embraced internationalism 
as an expression of territoriality, not a rejection of it or an alternative. They have em
braced openness, transit, and cultural hybridity not to dissolve Latvians into some 
larger nonterritorial culture, but to make Latvians better stewards of their own land, 
and thereby more prosperous and respected citizens of the world.”75

The culture of farmsteads and their inclusion in nature has led to creation of cer
tain unique features of Latvian identity — Nordic sobriety, pantheistic inclusion in 
nature, seeking in these both salvation and solace, as well as consolation when faced 
with the tribulations of an urbanised world. The tradition of the Great Spring Cleanup 

72 Sociological studies in Latvia show that after the recovery of independence there has been a loss of 
conviction that work lays the foundation for a prosperous life. Survey findings show that: “In the same way 
as in other states in Central and Eastern Europe, the public in Latvia still largely retains preconceptions that 
economic success is based on criminal activity. Nearly twothirds (65%) of the residents of Latvia still are of 
the opinion that honest work cannot ensure prosperity or wealth. Unfortunately, it must be concluded that 
this attitude prevails in all age groups, including youth. This shows that preconceptions about economic 
links with activities which are improper from a moral or legal point of view are very persistent, and this, of 
course, does not promote popular belief in individual enterprise and free competition.” Latvija. Pārskats par 
tautas attīstību 2006/2007. Cilvēkkapitāls: mans zelts ir mana tauta? Rīga: LU Sociālo un politisko pētījumu 
institūts, 2007, 117 lpp. Accessible at: http://www.szf.lu.lv/fileadmin/user_ upload/szf_faili/Petnieciba/sppi/
tautas/tap_3_angl.pdf (site last visited 07.01.2017).

73 Kūle, M. Phenomenology and culture. Riga: FSI, 2002, pp. 233–235. 
74 Mauriņa, Z. Meine Wurzeln sind im Himmel: Letzte Wegstrecken. Dietrich, Maximilian / Edition Curt Visel; 

Auflage: Nachdr, Taschenbuch, 1. November 2000. 
75 Schwartz, K. Z. S. Nature and National Identity after Communism. Globalizing the Ethnoscape, p. 202.
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which was begun ten years ago belongs 
to caring for the environment,76 wherein 
once a year hundreds of thousands of 
individuals in Latvia take part in a com
mon effort to collect and dispose of 
rubbish from the environment. This is a 
grand event, which has evolved into an 
extensive educational campaign about 
clean nature as a value. The event has a 
didactic side of cultivating aesthetic 
 values and produces practical benefits 
with the slogan: “A clean Latvia starts in 
your head! Latvia must be Green!” 
Around 10% of the population of Latvia 
take part in this event (since 2002, the 
event has been organised by the associ
ation “Pēdas LV” (Footprints LV), led by 
Vita Jaunzeme), with the participants 
coming from all ethnic groups, age groups, and people with the different social status.

 The idea of caring for nature has spread throughout the world as a universal 
human value and a new initiative. The number of people engaged in similar events 
around the world has reached around 13 million, putting into practice the slogan, “For 
a clean planet!” Latvia has set itself the goal of becoming the greenest, most environ
mentally friendly country in the world.

In examining specific social aesthetic values, it must be noted that a culture of 
tending graves has developed in Latvia which is related to a unique phenomenon — 
cemetery festivals. This tradition has developed from a synthesis of Christianity, secu
larism, pantheism, and paganism. Remembering the dead, communication between 
the living, and the aesthetic appearance of burial places all combine to produce a cul
tural and social value.77 During the Soviet occupation period, these cemetery festivals 
were also a form of nonviolent resistance, an occasion for relatives and small social 
groups to reinforce ties, as well as opportunities to express dissent from the existing 
Soviet regime. 

From 1946  onwards, the Soviet regime established collective farms, aiming to cre
ate an industrial environment in agriculture areas which would exclude private prop
erty. This step compelled the population to distance themselves from the properties of 
their birth right, as well as from nature since rural industrialisation proceeded apace. 

76 For more about the Big Cleanup see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MISyr7QvZzA (site last visited 
07.01.2017).

77 Grave Tending and Cemetery Festivals. Latvian Cultural Canon. Accessible at: http://www.kulturaskanons.
lv/en /1/4/142/ (site last visited 07.01.2017); Uzule, L., Zelče, V. Latviešu kapusvētki: identitātes rituāls. Rīga: 
Mansards, 2014, 286 lpp. The researchers remark that cemeteries impose a tremendous emotional burden 
through memories of death and grieving, but once a year by means of cemetery festivals, they have been 
transformed into a source of Latvian identity which strengthens the formation of community feeling.

Fig. 5. Activities during the Big Cleanup; many senior state 
officials take part; in the foreground is the then State President 
of Latvia, Andris Bērziņš. 2014 (photograph by Vita Jaunzeme 
from “Talkas arhīvs”)
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Nevertheless, literature and art during 
the Soviet period largely retained an 
aestheticized relationship with nature, 
continuing to link Latvianness with 
being close to nature and agrarian 
 values. 

The system of Soviet kolkhozes of 
the USSR had by the end of the 20th cen
tury removed from Latvians an existen
tial link with the land, hence, the value 
land began to recede into the back
ground. Spatial culture, where belong
ing to a place is important, began to re
place time culture. Gradually traditional 
values oriented towards agriculture dis
sociated into fragmentary values. 

After the end of Soviet rule and restoration of the Latvian state, the value of land 
found expression as a recreational area, landscaping, promoting biodiversity, and less 
connected to a farming way of life. The trend of aestheticizing one’s front yard con
tinues. Competitions are organised in Latvia about the tidiest rural farmstead, the tidi
est individual dwelling in a village, the tidiest office of a local council, etc. Houses are 
being refurbished depending on means, while yards are beautified. 

An increasing number of the residents of Latvia are responding to the appeal “let 
us enjoy ecologically clean food”, by attempting to buy locally sourced organic and 
ecofriendly food products, to engage in organic farming and to rely on ethnomedi
cine.78 The link between the land, work, and Latvianness began to weaken once Latvia 
began to integrate into European and world markets. Debate arose on the topic, which 
one may formulate as follows: will Latvians continue to be Latvians if they no longer 
are a nation of peasants?

The answers may be found in further search for identity, with Latvia accepting 
changes brought by modernity, which are determined by processes related to industri
alisation, urbanisation, and introduction of new technologies as an indicator of 
changes in values. 

The sea is yet another value from nature which is still relevant today in Latvia. The 
sea is both a frontier as well as an opening to the outside world, and it is viewed in 
terms of its significance economically, pragmatically, aesthetically, regionally and for a 
sense of belonging, i.e. Latvia is known as a country by the Baltic Sea. Latvian songs 
about the sea are not as poignant as Portuguese fado, yet they contain without a doubt 

78 Studies have been carried out by the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the University of Latvia, 
for example, Marketing Sustainable Agriculture: An analysis of the potential role of new food supply chains 
in sustainable rural development, which show a growing tendency to develop organic farming, consumer 
interest in healthy food and the contradictions associated with the limited ability to buy these products 
which are more expensive than nonecological food. Accessible at: http://www.suschain.org/results/WP3/
suschain%20deliverable%209.6%20%28wp3%20national %20reportp6%29.pdf (site last visited 07.01.2017).

Fig. 6. A house in Jūrmala — a winner of a competition for 
the tidiest property (2014). Photograph by Ojārs Martinsons
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their fair share of sentiment.  The sea provides food and employment for fishermen 
and their families (this applies mostly to the past, before fishing was industrialised), 
and the sea shore was also their home. Today it is prestigious to build residences by 
the  sea (despite climatic conditions not very favourable for this). The poet Rimants 
 Ziedonis, who has studied cultural attitudes towards the sea, concluded that the most 
scintillating accents in the history of Latvia are links with the sea.79 

The Hanseatic League, which included Riga, existed from the 13th to the 17th cen
tury and demonstrated the importance of strong trading relations between cities in the 
Baltic Sea region, as well as their links to Germany.80 The busy life in those cities of 
Latvia which were members of the Hanseatic League demonstrated that Latvians were 
not to be regarded solely as peasants; the cities represented international openness, 
inter action with foreign interests, and the presence of new values. 

Over the centuries, the ports of Riga, Liepāja, and Ventspils contributed to seafar
ing and economic transactions, and to flowering of the Hanseatic League which 
tempted the Tsars of Russia “to carve out a window on Europe”. Retention of German 
autonomy in the Baltic within the Russian Empire was a singular achievement and in
fluenced the modernisation of Russia. Together with the continued presence of Baltic 
German culture the Baltic largely remained part of the European area and was not 
completely Russified.

Today the Baltic Sea is the basis for the geographic selfidentification of all of the 
residents of Latvia, and Balts in general. The perception of the sea is not as profoundly 
aesthetic as that of the forests, fields, and flowers of Latvia, rather there is a sense of 
concern about the ferocity of the sea, about the security of the sea frontier, today about 
the fate of the Nord Stream project, about economic relations with neighbouring coun
tries, issues about extraction of natural resources, etc. Spatial planning of the Baltic 
Sea is being done in Latvia, together with other countries of the Baltic Sea Region, 
taking the form of an integrated policy on seafaring.81 

Threats of an ecological crisis associated with the Baltic Sea are progressively 
 diminishing the attitude towards the sea as an aestheticized value of survival and na
ture, transforming it under industrialisation conditions to be the useful sea. It must be 
admitted that in the 21st century there is no powerful league of states centred on the 
Baltic Sea,82 but economic and cultural cooperation takes place which has its own 
added value. Alan Palmer has assessed as positive ongoing political processes in the 
Baltic Sea states: “The Baltic region, where there is an internal peace, offers Europe the 
prospect of unity and understanding.”83

79 Ziedonis, R. Jūras zemē Latvijā. Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 2009. 
80 Baltic Sea Academy. Zināšanas par vēsturi. Accessible at: http://www.balticseaacademy.net/documents 

/history_let.pdf (site last visited 07.01.2017). The study presents a historical review of the economic and 
political role played by the Baltic Sea region. 

81 EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region. A Year After and Beyond. Ozoliņa, Ž. (Ed.). Rīga: Zinātne, 2010. 
82 See the internationally agreed document which describes future cooperation among the Baltic Sea States. 

Stratēģija Baltijas jūras reģionam. Accessible at: http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/lv/policy/cooperation/
macroregionalstrategies/balticsea/ (site last visited 07.01.2017). 

83 Palmer, A. The Baltic. A New History of the Region and Its People. New York, London: The Overlook Press, 
2006, pp. 103–105, 244, 379.
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Values of modernity and the urban environment

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel has incisively stated that architectural forms best 
reflect the spirit of any era. These, first of all, appear in the construction of churches 
and castles and in urban buildings. The extension of cities as cultural and social space 
has become the carrier of the values of modernity. The development of Riga (Rīga in 
Latvian) and other cities in Latvia (Jelgava, Liepāja, Ventspils, and others) testify to 
entrenchment of the landscape of an urbanised world, and the entry into Latvia of mo
dernity values. Urban dualism does not exist in Latvia in contrast to Estonia and 
Lithu ania (there are two parallel dominant cities in both countries: Tallinn and Tartu, 
Vilnius and Kaunas, respectively), in that Riga stands alone and is the main city. Riga 
and Latvia were already part of the scientific area of Europe during the 18th century, 
permitting the development of rationalism, transport, and business. 

In building Riga (which, as the song goes, will never be completed!), Latvians 
together with foreigners moved away from values oriented towards a rustic commu
nity and became cosmopolitan, more open, more modern.84 The aesthetic naturalism 
of farmsteads disappeared slowly, yet orientation towards a respect for the forms of 
nature remained powerful. This was evident, for example, at the end of 19th century 
and at the start of the 20th century when buildings in Riga appeared as Art Nouveau 
city blocks (which have been included in the list of the cultural heritage of the 
world). 

The values of modernity  appeared in Latvia at the end of the 19th century and 
during the early 20th century. These have taken many forms and are similar to those of 
Western European societies. Social hopes for freedom and justice became entangled 
with political activities, caught up in the Marxist idea of class struggle. In place of the 
lyricism which took the form of being close to nature, robustness, realism, and social 
alienation entered interpersonal relations. Philosophers of culture have concluded 
that modernity was accompanied by realism, practicality, and internationalism. This 
was most clearly evident in Latvia in the New Current movement.85

The intellectual trends then prevailing in Western Europe and Russia cast a spell 
over the intellectuals and activists of Latvia, who also agitated in favour of social 
changes and even revolution. Social Darwinism, anarchism, liberal individualism, so
cialism, and communism influenced the value orientation of society in Latvia, as did 
ideologies of the opposing sides in the First World War (Russian Bolsheviks, Germany, 
England), with attention paid to military, political, and economic processes, accompa
nied by speculation about the possible future of Latvia and what should be fought for.

During the 19th century, Latvians had to catch up with what they had missed, i.e. 
to achieve a transformation from a traditional agrarian culture to an industrial culture, 
and to keep pace with the modernisation occurring in Western Europe. This meant 
that an effort had to be made to develop a synthesis between Latvian culture and that 

84 Riga — a future cosmopolis of modern architecture. Riga: Riga City Development Department, Riga City 
Architects’ Office [2006]. 

85 For details see the article by Līga Lapa, “The 1905 Revolution in Latvia”, in Volume 2 of this publication.
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with a European international orientation, to allow new ideas to influence narrow pro
vincial minds, to appreciate the need for emancipation, to combine national and Euro
pean values. These efforts covered a broad spectrum. Some individuals sought to es
tablish a “people’s church”, to perfect national romanticism, and to renew the influence 
of paganism. Others tried to find common cause with Western European scientific, 
positivist, and materialistic trends, and took an interest in revolutions and justice, as 
well as Marxist ideology which rejected national values and tended towards interna
tionalism.

The values of modernity posed a challenge to Baltic German hegemony, which had 
long dominated the Baltic and also infringed upon Polish cultural hegemony in the re
gion of Latgale. The impact of modernist values is apparent in works by poet Eduards 
Veidenbaums, Janis JansonsBrauns, a member of the New Current movement, and 
Rainis. 

One of these values which appeared was power, and this value came to the fore 
during the First World War as the Empire crumbled, as well as during the years 1905–
1907. There was a growing awareness that power had to be acquired in all of its mani
festations so that a particular political group might rule in Latvia. At the beginning of 
the 20th century, there were followers both of Kārlis Ulmanis as well as the Marxists of 
Pēteris Stučka, all of whom were opposed by defenders of the spheres of interest of 
Germany and Russia. Marxist ideas first came to Latvia from Germany during the 
1890s, rather than from Russia. A clash ensued between the interest of Germany which 
wanted to rule the Baltic region, those who were advocating a national Latvian state, 
and the Marxist position which encouraged violence and disseminated myths about 
the universal and international grandeur of Communist values. 

At the end of the 19th century, Latvian selfawareness began to form around issues 
of social and class liberation. The romanticised “will of the people” and sense of rural 
belonging were overcome by practical considerations of the political struggle and revo
lutionary violence. The importance of the life of an individual shrank, while the role of 
classbased ideology rose in importance. The pace of events was no longer determined 
by the enlightened intellect of individuals following the Kantian orientation of values, 
i.e. reason-virtue, but by revolutionary challenge and the chaos of values during the 
course of the First World War.

The First World War and the 1917 political coup in Russia began to transform 
part of the Latvian people into “citizens of the world”. Many Latvians who were in
volved in the Bolshevikorganised coup and the Russian Civil War and who had also 
worked in the repressive agencies of the period of Stalin experienced what it means to 
be a minor cog in a large totalitarian machine, even if they themselves suffered from 
this.86 For those Latvians who were followers of Bolshevism, the apparent presence of 
idealism in Communist teaching overpowered their value orientation, i.e. it over
shadowed European values based on humanism and democracy. An international 

86 Латвия навстречу 100-летию страны. Рига: Jumava, 2016 (authors: D. Bleiere, I. Butulis, I. Feldmanis, 
A. Stranga and A. Zunda; § 3.9.  On the social and ethnic terror against Latvians in the Soviet Union during 
the 1930s); Represijas pret latviešiem PSRS. 1937–1938: dokumenti. Rīga: Latvijas Valsts arhīvs, 2009.
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spirit of rebellion began to supplant intimate national values, with Bolshevism seeping 
into the minds of some Latvians, who then set out for Russia, seeking revolutionary 
eman cipation.

In parallel with modernisation, the world wars and political domination of the so
cial and cultural sectors, another set of values came to Latvia during the 20th century, a 
harsher, more changeable set of values, opposed to traditions, which led to pantheism 
crumbling, and doubts beginning to be expressed about Christian values, in conjunc
tion with Bolshevik atheism and the violence, which was meted out by the Russian 
Empire during suppression of the 1905 uprising and during the Freedom Struggle of 
1918–1919,87 the latter identified in the Preamble to the Constitution of the Republic 
of Latvia as the culmination of the defence of national value. Social, political, and state 
values came to the fore, while folkloric and pantheistical lyrical values receded into 
deeper cultural layers, but these have not disappeared even today. Jānis Čakste, the first 
State President of Latvia, wrote in 1917 a brief work, Die Letten und ihre Latwija: Eine 
lettische Stimme (Latvians and Their Latvia: a Latvian Voice),88 in which he describes 
the history of the Latvian people and their expectations for the future: “... the Latvian 
people are a nation of European culture”.

Modernity tendencies appeared in Latvia during cultural development and urba
nisation. These values flourish in the capital city by virtue of its multicultural nature. 
Riga is not a peripheral province of Europe; it has proven itself to be one of the north
ern European venues for the exchange of advanced intellectual, architectural, and eco
nomic ideas and a book publishing centre, as well as an area where political and mili
tary battles occur. It is significant that identification more often is with Riga rather 
than with Latvia; this holds true in particular for foreigners who reply in surveys: “I am 
from Riga”, and not “I live in Latvia”. Riga itself is a cultural value of Latvia — globally 
Riga is often more readily recognised than Latvia.

Humanists of the Renaissance period identified Riga as an important and flourish
ing centre, as evidenced in the poem Ode to Riga (1595) by Basilius Plinius. In Tsarist 
Russia Riga was the third most important city after St Petersburg and Moscow, which 
strengthened industry, trade, and a multicultural lifestyle and values.89 “Being a resi
dent of Riga” is a very specific form of belonging, Riga cultivates cultural elegance, 
while the countryside nurtures traditions of culture.90 In a word, this is evidence for 

87 Plakans, A. Statehood in Troubled Times. 1905–1940. Plakans, A. A Concise History of the Baltic States, 
pp. 266–336.

88 Tschakste, J. Die Letten und ihre Latwija: Eine lettische Stimme. Stockholm: Tryckeriet Progress, 1917, p. 67.
89 Old Riga comprises urban buildings of the Middle Ages dating from the 13th–16th centuries with a spatial 

layout and organisation of sacred values typical of the period. The Boulevard Ring in Riga was created in the 
mid19th century as a model of an open life style, and this was continued during the period of the first re
public with the appearance of important edifices, parks, monuments and squares (the Freedom Monument, 
the Cemetery of the Brethren), where national motifs combined with European vales of modernism, and 
new forms which call up larger squares and promote more attractive communication styles in addition to 
responsible protection of memorial sites.

90 A number of novels about Riga and residents of Riga have been published in Latvia which are essential to 
na tional identity, one of the most colourful being Rīga by Augusts Deglavs, in three volumes.
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manifestation of the values “open
ness” and “movement”.91 

One of the fundamental precepts 
of the modern creative economy is 
an understanding that the competi
tiveness of a locality is determined 
by its charisma, the presence of a 
wide spectrum of artists, who today 
are labelled as the creative class.92 
Values of urban elegance have re
placed the values of nature. The ori
gin of worldclass musicians (the 
conductors Mariss Jansons and An
dris Nelsons, among others), opera 
singers (Elīna Garanča, Maija Ko
vaļevska, Aleksandrs Antoņenko, 
among others) being Latvia and Riga are evidence for the possibility that such person
alities may grow up in this environment who then produce worldclass modern artistic 
values and do not forget their link with Latvia.93 

The richness of aesthetic appreciation in Latvian culture, distinguished choirs, the 
power of the national school of painting, and hundreds of statesupported educational 
establishments continue to testify to artistic values extant in Latvia. It is often said that 
Latvians are a nation of artists and musicians. The legend that Riga might have been 
the first city in Europe with a decorated Christmas tree set up in a public square is part 
of the links between nature, the city and religious beliefs.

The aesthetic and cultural historical values of Riga have been manifested as  values 
of modernity through the city’s economic  significance throughout the 20th century, 
and have served to stimulate the contemporary  development of Latvia.94 

91 It is hard to find another European capital city which is so closely surrounded by so much primordial 
nature — lakes, swamps, forests where berry pickers and mushroom gatherers are busy (it is often said, that 
mushroom gathering has become a national sport).

92 This formulation is by Richard Florida.
93 Sociological studies carried out in Latvia show that pride in cultural achievements is permanent. 

Comparison of the findings from the ISSP module National Identity in 1995 for Latvia with those for Norway 
and Sweden showed that the residents of Latvia were most proud of achievement in the fields of art and 
literature, with sporting success not so important (replies in Norway and Sweden showed that sports results 
are in the top positional). National, State and Regime Identity in Latvia. Tabuns, A. (Ed.). Riga: Baltic Study 
Centre, 2001, p. 131.

94 The strategic guidelines for the sustainable development of Riga until 2030 call for respecting and protecting 
authentic cultural historical environmental values and for developments, spatial layout, advertising and 
construction projects which do not negatively impact these values. See: Sustainable Development Strategy 
of Riga until 2030 and Development Programme of Riga for 2014–2020. Accessible at: http://www.rdpad.lv/
wpcontent/uploads/2014/11/ENG_STRATEGIJA.pdf (site last visited 07.01.2017).

Fig. 7. A Christmas tree in Old Riga. Photo: riga.lv
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Pagan and Christian values in Latvia

In terms of values, Christianity is undoubtedly the basis for European civilisation.  
How did Christianity arrive on the territory of Latvia, and how deeply has it been ac
cepted? To what extent is it present in modern secularised Latvia?

Contemporary Europe tends to describe itself as a Christian (sub)continent.95 
Members of six religious tendencies are officially recognised to live in Latvia: Luther
ans, Catholics, Baptists, Orthodox, Orthodox Old Believers, and Jews.96 

The situation with religious values may not be interpreted unequivocally. The 
former president of Estonia, Lennart Meri, has remarked that: “We note that the links 
in Europe with its Christian heritage are growing weaker. Europeans are more pro
sperous, and they have more free time than they ever have had historically, but they 
have lost something which has always been very important — they have lost a need to 
continue to be linked to Western Roman Christian tradition which used to define, and 
in my opinion, today still defines Europe.”97 Thus the question about the importance of 
Christian values in Latvia and in the European Union remains debateable. 

The separation of the secular and the spiritual is important to the Christian para
digm. This is stated in Article 99 of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia, “The 
Church is separated from the State”. Secular laws must derive from a moral basis, and 
the latter is rooted in a wider understanding of Christian morality, i.e. human worth, 
uniqueness, respect, mercy, and equality.

The interaction of Christianity with the life experience and pagan beliefs of the 
ancient tribes living on the territory of Latvia was not straightforward. Accepted his
torical opinion is that Christians came to the ancient territory of Latvia with fire and 
sword (Drang nach Osten), forcibly baptised the Baltic tribes, imposed religion and 
destroyed the sense of life based on ancient mythology. Nevertheless, the Terra Mari-
ana, which came into being as a consequence of Christianization, objectively speaking, 
united Latvians as a people and brought them into the fold of Western European 
Christianity and culture. In this way, an essential frontier drawn between Western and 

95 Europe was defined (insofar as it was defined at all) as a Christian continent. But is this still the case today? 
According to a 2012 Eurobarometer survey, 72% of people living in the EU define themselves as Christian, 
whereas only 23% think of themselves as atheist or agnostic (and 2% define themselves as Muslim, whilst 
less than 1% call themselves Buddhist, Sikh, Hindu, or Jewish). 

96  According to official data released in 2011, 34.3% of the population are Lutherans, 25.1% are Roman 
Catholics, 19.4% are Orthodox and Orthodox Old Believers, 1.2% belong to other Christian churches (such as 
Baptist, Adventist, Pentecostal, and other free churches), while 20% identify themselves as of other religions 
or no religion. See: Par Tieslietu ministrijā iesniegtajiem reliģisko organizāciju pārskatiem par darbību 2011. 
gadā. Accessible at: https://www .tm.gov.lv/files/archieve/lv_labumi_TM.docx (site last visited 15.03.2017); 
http://www.svetdienasrits.lv/ 2016/01/16/vienotibasmeklejumivisagadagaruma/ (site last visited 
15.03.2017); Resources for The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity and throughout 2016 — The ecumenical 
situation in Latvia. Accessible at: http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/weeks
prayerdoc/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_ 20150526_weekprayer2016_en.html (site last visited 15.03.2017). See 
also: Reliģisko organizāciju pārskatu par darbību 2015. gadā apkopojums. Accessible at: https://www.tm.gov.lv/
lv/ministrija/gadaparskati/2015gadapubliskieparskati (site last visited 15.03.2017).

97 Meri, L. Poliitilinetestament. Tallin: Ilmamaa, 2007; translated into Latvian as: Meri, L. Politiskais testaments. 
Rīga: Lauku Avīze, 2009, 206. lpp. 
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Eastern cultures and religions runs along the eastern border of Latvia. Protestant and 
Catholic cultural heritage have been the basis for Latvia being influenced by Western 
European values.98 This heritage allowed Latvia to remain separate from the Russian 
culture space, which dominated on the eastern side, although the presence of Russian 
Orthodoxy in Latvia has produced a certain number of important personalities and 
ideas.99

Pagan belief did not disappear from the territory of Latvia, in that it persisted for 
centuries as a source of internal resistance, taking the form of mythology, folklore, be
lief in ancient deities and other manifestations of the preChristian pagan religion. 
Folklore, in particular, Latvian folk songs (dainas), express a world view and aesthetics 
and ethics which are still relevant for Latvians today, inviting them to be virtuous, seek 
peace and cooperation, and to take responsibility. These positions continue to function 
today as words of moral obligation, which poorly correlate with modern reality. 

A number of German clergymen such as Ernst Glück, Christoph Fürecker, Geor
gius Mancelius, Gotthard Friedrich Stender and August Bielenstein, praised the en
during cultural and ethical values of Latvian peasants, studied the Latvian language 
and traditions, and made the world aware of Latvians.100 Latvian values were studied 
by such Old Latvians as Jānis Cimze, and others.

For a long time, Latvians were biased against the Christian church given their so
cially and economically oppressed status. The clergy regularly sided with landlords. 
Until the end of the 19th century, clergy were mostly of German origin and in social 
terms felt themselves to a kind of “landed gentry”. This led to an understandable bias 
against the church and discredited the Christian religion and its values. Therefore, de
spite the presence of Christianity, the pagan folk wisdom of the people remained alive, 
smouldering underground even until the 21st century, which makes this region unique 
in European history.101 

Latvians as a people are singular in Europe in that their values contain both folk
lore and confessional beliefs. One may speak of Christian syncretism.102 Jānis Stradiņš, 
past president of the Latvian Academy of Sciences, has written: “Latvians are engaged 
in a certain religious syncretism, which is similar to Japan where Shintoism is coexist
ing with Buddhism. We might ask whether both religions are activating each other and 
whether synergy or antisynergy exists between them. It is also a part of the problem of 

98 The tribes living on the territory of contemporary Latvia and Estonia during the 13th century were the last 
groups in Europe to accept Christianity. The advent of Christianity in Latvia did not coincide with a period 
of state formation. This was also true for Estonians, but not for Lithuanians. The Lithuanians benefitted from 
experience with a pagan state tolerant of religious diversity, and the rulers of Lithuania decided to accept 
Christianity as the official religion; this was succeeded by the period of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.

99 Ковальчук, С. Взыскуя истинy. Рига: LU FSI, 1998, 245 c. 
100 Stradiņš, J. Zinātnes un augstskolu sākotne Latvijā. Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 2012. 
101 PriedīteKleinhofa, A. Latvian Identity and European Identity: Dispute, Coexistence or Interaction? 

National Identity and Vision of Europe. Annals of the European Academy of Sciences and Arts, Vol. 28, No. 9, 
1998, pp. 41–57. 

102 Beitnere, D. Lettische heidnische Religion als Vertreterin des Religiosen Synkretismus. Annals of the Euro-
pean Academy of Sciences and Arts, Vol. 15, No. 6, 1996, pp. 42–50. 
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Europeanization and the ethnic nationalism in our society.”103 The cultural history of 
Latvia testifies to the mutuality between Christian and folkloric values in how Christian 
values are transformed through daily life. Debates which occasionally erupt about who 
has adopted what from whom and how much are fruitless, as these turn into an exercise 
of separating values instead of their unification in the name of cultural development.

Dievturi104 a movement based on this tradition  was established in Latvia during 
the 1920s, with a view of strengthening paganism.105  This movement could not act 
openly during the period of Soviet occupation; however, since 1990 it has been revita
lised as a neopagan movement and stimulus for a folkloristic way of life, resisting 
Christian traditions. 

The atheistic ideology of the Soviet period sought to terminate all official affirma
tion of Christian values, but this did not fully succeed; people were married in church, 
children were occasionally baptised, religious services took place, etc. Religious dis
sidents offered resistance (some Baptists, Lutheran clergy like Roberts Akmentiņš, 
Mod ris Plāte and Juris Rubenis, the movement Atdzimšana un atjaunotne (Rebirth 
and Renewal), etc.). People sought out spirituality, since atheistic propaganda was 
traumatic and occasionally spiritually violent, denying Christian values, replacing mo
rality with “commandments for the builders of Communism”, and entrusting control 
over meeting people’s needs for spiritual development to the Communist Party.

Despite the bias which existed against the Christian Church, the presence of 
Christianity on the territory of Latvia meant progress along a common European spi
ritual development path. In this sense, Christianity has many dimensions. The key ele
ment is an ability to combine reason with faith, thus promoting the development of 
rationality, while the modernisation brought by Protestantism led to the emergence of 
a national language and development of the capitalist culture of individual risktaking. 
The culture of Europe, in a broad sense, rests on Christian guidelines; classical ethics 
refers to the Ten Commandments of the Bible, and models for interpersonal relations 
may symbolically be found in the Bible. 

In the European Union, debate about its links with Christian values took place at 
the same time as the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe was considered for 
ratification in all member states of the European Union in 2004–2005 (in the end the 
treaty was not ratified due to resistance by the public in France and the Netherlands).

Through the act of emphasising the Christian nature of particular states or peoples 
(or their Christian values, as was noted in the draft treaty establishing a Constitution 
for Europe), the basic position is expressed that the people, and state belong to pre
cisely this European civilisation and culture from their origins to the present. 

Now that the Preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia contains the 
statement that the identity of Latvia has been shaped by Christian values, any clarifica tion 

103 Stradiņš, J. The Dialogue between Christianity and Secularism in Latvia, pp. 7–10.
104 Literally, “the keepers of God” (translator’s note).
105 Ozoliņš, G. The Dievturi Movement in Latvia as Invention of Tradition. Modern Pagan and Native Faith 

Move ments in Central and Eastern Europe. Aitamurto, K., Simpson, S. (eds.). Durham: Acumen, 2013, 
pp. 94–111; Misāne, A. The traditional Latvian religion of Dievturība in the discourse of nationalism. Hu-
manities and Social Sciences. Latvia, Vol. 4, No. 29, 2000, pp. 32–53. 
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of this question is a constitutional issue. 
In addition to mention of Christian val
ues, the Preamble also refers to “folk wis
dom”, which is a reference not so much 
to neopaganism (the dievturi move
ment), but daily events which derive 
from popular mythology and folkloric 
heritage, values, which result from a 
relationship with nature, rituals, ancient 
skills for keeping healthy, folk art, etc.

During the history of Latvia, cir
cumstances arose when different reli
gious denominations were able to 
peacefully coexist. Latvia is a  multi 
confessional state, and in this way, it 
differs from Lithuania where Roman 
Catholicism predominates, and Estonia whose historical territory has been dominated 
by Protestantism. Thus an essential value in the history of Latvia has been the social 
value of tolerance between denominations extant on the territory of Latvia and new 
religious movements. No bloody religious wars have occurred in Latvia, unlike the 
historical experience of Western Europe. The period of the Reformation and the 
CounterReformation tested the level of tolerance on the territory of Latvia. In the 
16th century, Walter von Plettenberg, Master of the Livonian Order did not hinder the 
course of the Reformation. Those who ruled kept to Catholicism but granted Protes
tants the freedom of religious belief in the cities, in this way averting military conflicts 
and maintaining the unity of Livonia. Lutheranism gained the official status of a de
nomination in a state ruled by the Catholic Church, which is considered to have been 
a remarkable occurrence in European history.

The Bolshevik regime carried out a bloody settling of accounts with believers, in 
particular during 1919 as the regime demanded recognition of atheism and denied re
ligious value. Soviet authorities promoted atheism in Latvia and persecuted representa
tives of various churches.

Ecumenism and mutual tolerance of religious denominations is a Christian value 
in Latvia, one which has been maintained and further developed.

An admirably high degree of tolerance in Latvia was been identified in the 2014 
World Value Survey, wherein the residents of 80 countries were asked if they would ob
ject to someone of a different race living as a neighbour. Latvia was in the group of coun
tries with the most positive result (0–4.9%) together with the USA, Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand, Great Britain, Sweden, Norway, and several countries in Latin America.106 

106 Fisher, M. A Fascinating Map of the World’s Most and Least Racially Tolerant Countries. The Washington 
Post, 2013, 15 May; Gye, H. Map Shows World’s ‘Most Racist’ Countries (and the Answers May Surprise 
You). Accessible at: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article2325502/Mapshowsworldsracistcountries
answerssurpriseyou.html#ixzz31RIZVrfc (site last visited 07.01.2017).

Fig. 8. Ecumenical service in Riga. 2011. Photograph by 
Ernests Sinka, Saeima administration 

Maija Kūle    VALUES IN LATVIA (IN THE CONTEXT OF EUROPEAN AND UNIVERSAL VALUES)



468 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

The replies on acceptance of neighbourship without prejudice reflect the overall peace
ful state of affairs. Despite allegations appearing in the media that there is an absence 
of tolerance (politically this is associated with restrictions on activities by noncitizens, 
or restrictions on events associated with the Pride movement) no systemic forms of 
intolerance are evident in daily public life.107 

The presence of Old Believers in Latvia from the 18th century onwards is a particu
lar example of ethnic religious integration and tolerance.108 The interwar period of the 
20th century was particularly favourable for the Old Believers since they were recog
nised as a traditional confession and supported at the national level. Today Riga is 
home to the world’s oldest spiritual centre of Old Believers (the Riga Grebenshchikov 
Parish), which has maintained allegiance to the spiritual values of its forefathers and is 
evidence for the high level of religious tolerance in Latvia.109 

The presence of Russian culture in Latvia has over the centuries resulted in the cre
ation of numerous cultural, architectural, and artistic values. Many analytical mono
graphs have been published on this topic.110 The Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, 
University of Latvia, publishes the journal Православие в Балтии (Orthodoxy in the 
Baltic States) and Русские Латвии (Russians in Latvia) (www.russkije.lv) is maintained. 
The portal features a bibliography section, which is a compilation of scholarly publica
tions about Russian culture and Orthodoxy in Latvia.111 Jurijs Abizovs, Boriss Infant
jevs, Svetlana Kovaļčuka, Tatjana Feigmane, and others have written on this topic. 

Christian values were manifested over many centuries, then denied during the So
viet occupation period, and renewed after 1990 as the basis of a universal moral and 
European civilisation, respecting freedom of religious belief. 

Nevertheless, the cult of material goods related to the consumer society has les
sened aspirations towards spirituality. When surveying the extent of religious belief 
among youth, Ilze Koroļeva concluded that: “Beliefs and respecting religious rituals 

107 Respondents in Latvia who were addressed in the study “European Values Study, 1999” were asked about 
relations with their neighbours. Their replies show that they have few racist tendencies (only 5% expressed 
dislike of neighbours of a different race), however, they objected to alcoholics (77.8%) and drug addicts 
(77.7%) as neighbours. Approximately onehalf (47.3%) object to homosexual neighbours. Accessible at: 
http://www.biss.soc.lv/downloads/ resources/evp/evp1999.pdf, p.9. (site last visited 07.01.2017). It is sig ni
ficant that replies by Latvians and foreigners are almost identical. Educational and social programmes have 
been developed, and scholarly studies are published in Latvia as preventative measures against possible 
homo phobia, racism, and intolerance. 

108 Conditions here were favourable for their lifestyle and beliefs, which facilitated this ethnoreligious con
fession taking root in an environment which initially was foreign to them, and allowed them to benefit from 
an understanding attitude up until today (in Riga and its environs, the Old Believers were beyond the reach 
of officials of the Tsarist autocracy and Orthodox clergy up until the end of 1820s). Scholars in Latvia have 
studied the Old Believers, rating highly their cultural and artistic treasures; their rights to property are being 
restored and there is support from the Latvian state to meet the needs of this ethnoreligious groups. 

109 Подмазов, А. Рижские староверы = Rīgas vecticībnieki = The Old Believers of Riga. Рига: Latvijas Vecti cīb
nieku biedrība, 2010.

110 Ковальчук, С. Взыскуя истину: (из истории русской религиозной, философской и обществ.полит. 
мысли в Латвии: Ю. Ф. Самарин, Е. В. Чешихин, К. Ф. Жаков, А. В. Вейдеман. Середина XIX века – 
середина XX в.). Рига: [б.и.], 1998; Apine, I., Volkovs, V. Slāvi Latvijā. Rīga: Mācību apgāds, 1998. 

111 See: http://www.russkije.lv/ru/pub/ (site last visited 07.01.2017).
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plays the smallest role in the views held by young people.”112 Analysing values, the 
Human Development report for Latvia for 2006/2007 states in regard to religion that: 
“Survey results show religion as a declared value, but reveal a low level of involvement 
in religious activities. Only 38% of the respondents claim religion to be an important 
or very important part of their lives, and only 9% name religiosity and belief in God 
among the five qualities that must be instilled in children.”113 

It may be said about Christian values in Latvia as a secular state that presently 
there is an attempt to privatise these values. In other words, every resident has been 
given the task of finding his own system of values: to be a Christian, or an unbeliever, 
accept another religion or avoid thinking about values, or to remain in a sphere of 
doubt and uncertainty. This era of fluid, shifting values influences the opportunities 
for Christian values to exist in Latvia and in the European Union. 

The basis for national values and European values 

The search for a national identity based on values from folklore and language, rais
ing the selfesteem of the people and searching for a unique “popular spirit” was influ
enced by the European spirit of Herder and Humboldt, as well as 19th century German 
romanticism.114 Johann Gottfried Herder deserves special mention, as he spent five 
years in Riga (1764–1769) and it was in Riga that he arrived at his findings about the 
significance of the oral traditions of small nations. Herder concluded that the values 
associated with Latvian national feeling ought not to be considered as aggressive values 
claiming superiority, i.e. the syndrome of being a chosen people is absent, and they are 
characterised as clarifying inner life and selfesteem.

Latvians found it difficult to associate the positive consequences of the Enlighten
ment with Germans, as they were identified in popular consciousness as the oppres
sors, despite the positive contribution to appreciation of European values made by 
Herder, Merkel, Stender, and the teaching staff of Academia Petrina in Jelgava. A most 
curious episode in Latvian history was the attempt to manifest European values 
through an orientation towards progressive Russia. The link with science, culture, and 
education in Russia which embodied the values of European civilisation is undeniably 
part of the history of Latvia. During the 19th century, St Petersburg was strongly influ
enced by the West, to an even greater degree than Riga. During the 19th century, many 
insights into modernity came from St Petersburg (Krišjānis Valdemārs and Krišjānis 
Barons both worked in this city, the newspaper Pēterburgas Avīzes (St Petersburg 

112 Latvijas jaunatnes portrets. Integrācija sabiedrībā un marginalizācijas riski, 191. lpp. (in Table 6.1 belief is 
rank ed last in terms of importance out of 16 areas of life). 

113 Latvia. Human Development Report. 2006/2007. Human Capital. 3rd chapter. My Fortune – Ideal vs. Actual 
Be haviour. Riga: LU SPPI, 2007, p. 69. 

114 Bičevskis, R. 18th–19th Century German Philosophy in Latvia within the Context of European Philosophical 
and Theological Tradition: Hamann and Herder. Humanities and Social Sciences. Latvia, Vol. 2 (48), The 
Euro pean Connection: Baltic Intellectuals and the History of Western Philosophy and Theology. Riga: Uni
versity of Latvia, 2006, pp. 4–26.
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News) was published there, etc.). The contribution made by these cultural Enlighten
ment values to the history of Latvia is just as valuable as any other contribution. 

Nonetheless, the Russian orientation cannot be judged simply in terms of 
Enlighten ment categories. The Russian outlook on life emphasises such forms of com
munity as living in villages (in contrast to Latvian farmsteads), ideologically also “Em
pire” and “the Russian World”, which contain few values of Western individualism. 

Latvians who studied in the universities of St Petersburg, Tartu, and Moscow, as 
well as in Germany brought back to Latvia a European spirit, distinctly progressive 
Western European thoughts in the form of the philosophy of Jean Jacques Rousseau, 
Voltaire, and Immanuel Kant. This was a time in Europe when the universal coalesced 
with local, ethnic, and national specific values. Taking an interest in their past and 
openness to the cultures of other nations meant coming closer to Europe, or the Euro
peanisation of Latvianness.

A consistent trend evident from the mid19th century onwards was to develop 
the Latvian language, to increase its use and importance in public life, politics, in 
legal matters, and in education. The ideological basis for this process was to follow 
the maxim of Wilhelm von Humboldt, that the nation is a language, and that a lan
guage is a nation. Language was viewed not merely in terms of communication, but 
as the soul of the nation, hence a very important value. The language of a small na
tion firstly had to be cultivated and solidified, a process called for by Carl Watson, 
and which in fact was achieved by Juris Alunāns and Atis Kronvalds. One of the basic 
demands common to the 19th century intelligentsia of the Baltic peoples was enlarg
ing the importance of their national languages. Otherwise Latvians who wished to 
study, to work in state offices, or to engage in politics had to Germanize or Russify 
themselves. 

The Latvian language is a national value. National languages are also regarded to 
be a European value. Translation of European Union documents into the languages of 
all member states demonstrates this. 

The founding of the Latvian state in 1918 was an important step in the European 
orientation of Latvians. This step may be seen as evidence that the Latvians as a people 
had matured into a nation deserving of statehood as a value. In 1918, the people of 
Latvia chose Westernstyle democracy, with a Constitution (Satversme) defining basic 
values, manifesting enlightenment and national values in culture and in education. 
However, the state coup of 15 May 1934 redirected this orientation away from demo
cracy in favour of authoritarianism, with the cult of the leader and praise for his 
 genius.115 Of course, these tendencies were evident across Europe during the interwar 
period, not only in Latvia.

The Second World War and the fate of the soldiers fighting in it proved equally 
ruinous for unified values. During this period of history Latvians found themselves on 
opposite sides of the front lines, in the ranks of both the Red Army and the Army of 

115 Historians have assessed in detail the state coup of 15 May in Latvia and published their findings in mono
graphs, including: Stranga, A. LSDSP un 1934. gada 15. maija valsts apvērsums. Rīga: [aut.  izd.], 1998, 
287 lpp.; Dunsdorfs, E. Kārļa Ulmaņa dzīve: Ceļinieks. Politiķis. Diktators. Moceklis. Rīga: Zinātne, 1992. 
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Nazi Germany, brother had to fight against brother, and the ability of Latvians to feel 
ideological unity diminished.116 

The Soviet period divided and categorised individuals, ethnic minorities, social 
groups, some to be accorded privileges, others to be deprived of the material basis for 
existence, and the violent actions of the security services (the Cheka) threatened com
munication values and denied spiritual development in the context of religious values. 

The period of the collapse of the USSR and the Latvian Popular Front movement 
from 1988 until restoration of Latvian statehood in 1991 saw a conflict between the 
declared Soviet socialist values (state planning, a dominant role for the Russian lan
guage, etc.) and the desires of a majority of the residents of Latvia for freedom, an in
dependent state, and Westernstyle prosperity as a future value.117 

Since the accession of Latvia to the European Union in 2004, some of the values 
advocated by the European Union have come to be viewed in public opinion as incom
patible with national, local values, which are often narrowly politicised. 

The sovereign power of the people and their representatives is emphasised in the 
Constitution of the Republic of Latvia, as are ideas about democracy.118 Jānis Čakste, 
the first President of the Republic of Latvia, was a democrat with a deep appreciation 
of Christian values and democratic values in a European sense.119 Jānis Stradiņš has 
written: “...Čakste well recognised the downside of democracy, its grimaces and fail
ures, but sought the answer in popular political education, in even more extensive de
mocracy”.120 Many politicians and cultural figures strongly engaged in favour of demo
cratic values after the state was founded, including the popular poet Rainis,  Foreign 
Minister Zigfrīds Anna Meierovics, as well as representatives in the Saeima of minority 
peoples such as Paul Schiemann121, Mordechai Nurock, Meletijs Kaļistratovs, and 
 others. A number of intellectuals and writers of Latvia sought during the 1920s and 
1930s to base development only on local values. This was not a sensible step, but it has 
to be recognised that such localisations were a typical occurrence in European coun
tries at that time, in the absence of common European interests. 

Values cultivated by means of political nationalism that advocate the superiority of 
one people over others do not conform to European values, and such values lead to an 
impasse (the National Socialist ideology was an example), and the failure of this value 
was demonstrated by the Second World War. The Preamble of the Constitution of the 
Republic of Latvia condemns all occupation regimes: “The people of Latvia did not 

116 Bleiere, D., Butulis, I., Zunda, A., Stranga, A., Feldmanis, I. History of Latvia: the 20th century. [Riga]: Jumava, 
2006. 

117 For details see: Baltijas brīvības ceļš. Škapars, J. (sast.). Rīga: Zelta grauds, 2005; Балтийский путь к сво-
боде. Опыт ненасильственной борьбы стран Балтии в мировом контексте. Рига: Zelta grauds, 2006. 

118 Koroleva, I., Rungule, R. Latvia. Democracy as an abstract value. Democracy and Political Culture in Eastern 
Europe. Klingemann, H. D., Fuchs, D., Zielonka, J. (eds.). London, New York: Routledge, 2006, pp. 235–255.

119 Čakste, J. Taisnība vienmēr uzvarēs. Rīga: Jumava, 1999.
120 Stradiņš, J. Jānis Čakste un demokrātisku ideju iedibināšana Latvijā. Čakste J. Taisnība vienmēr uzvarēs. 

Rīga: Jumava, 1999.
121 In particular, one must note the interest taken by Paul Schiemann, a leader of the German minority in Latvia 

during the 1920s and 1930s, in common European values. With foresight, he warned against national values 
turn ing into nationalistic ones, which would make conflict in Europe unavoidable.
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recognise the occupation regimes, resisted them and regained their freedom by restor
ing national independence on 4 May 1990 on the basis of continuity of the State. They 
honour their freedom fighters, commemorate victims of foreign powers, condemn the 
Communist and Nazi totalitarian regimes and their crimes.”122

In modernday Europe, national values are viewed with some trepidation. Both 
the European Union and the state of Latvia voice a firm “no” whenever these  values 
have the potential to turn into radical nationalistic values, which may be enforced by 
intolerant state policies. However, the cultural nationalism of small nations, which 
may be more precisely described as “strengthening national identity”, is promoted as a 
means of guaranteeing development of national languages, diversity of culture, and 
personal improvement.123 The European Union of today, which is grappling with mul
tiple crises (including debate about its basic principles and even continued existence), 
ought not to deny national, traditional, and local values, since only a community of 
sovereign states will strengthen this union, not a unitary federal entity. A period of 
evolution has started which ought to lead to alignment of federal and national values, 
and this ought to strengthen European values. 

The concept of the state, the relevance of important historical events, and basic 
values are invoked in the Preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. The 
legal expert Jānis Pleps has concluded that: “Loyalty to Latvia, the Latvian language as 
the only official language, freedom, equality, solidarity, justice, honesty, work ethic and 
family are the foundations of a cohesive society.”124 

In formulating proposed texts for a Preamble to the Latvian Constitution (Sa-
tversme), Egils Levits recommended formulating a new basic task for the state in order 
to resist the onesided logic of a market economy and the loss of meaning of the state 
under pressures exerted by globalisation. 

Discussion took place concerning values called up in the Preamble.125 Levits re
commended aligning economics development with values which are independent of 
market principles and which cannot be commercialised. In other words, this means 
reinforcement of human, universal moral values. Economic development is of great 
importance in a period when the fundamental goal of the state is simply to increase 
prosperity. However, in the face of increased ethnic or social conflicts, military threats 
or emigration, the role played by values creating national identity grows. 

122 The Constitution of the Republic of Latvia. Preamble. Accessible at: http://www.saeima.lv/en/legislation/
constitution (site last visited 07.01.2017).

123 Zenta Mauriņa once referred to the concept of “tolerant, critical nationalism”, considering that 
understanding of national values must occur in the context of European and universal values, not forgetting 
selfcriticism and respect for different values. Maurina, Z. Welteinheit und die Aufgabe des Einzelnen: Essays. 
Memmingen/Allgäu: Maximilian Dietrich Verlag, 2001. 

124 Pleps, J. The Fundamental Values of the Latvian Constitutional Order: Some Thoughts about the Intentions 
of the Constitutional Legislator. Accessible at: http://constitutionalchange.com/thefundamentalvaluesof
thelatvianconstitutionalordersomethoughtsabouttheintentionsoftheconstitutionallegislator/ (site 
last visited 07.01.2017).

125 Discussion. The Issue of Values in the Preamble to the Satversme (Constitution) of the Republic of Latvia. 
Ethnicity. Ethnic Identities and National State, Vol. 1, No. 10, 2014, pp. 75–90. Accessible at: http://www.fsi.
lu.lv/userfiles/Et_10new2(1).pdf (site last visited 07.01.2017). 
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The term values is mentioned in the Preamble to the Satversme in relation to the 
fact of the identity of Latvia in the European culture space “Latvian and Liv tradi-
tions, Latvian folk wisdom, the Latvian language, and universal human and Chris-
tian values.”126 

Latvian folk wisdom may be understood as the body of beliefs, folklore, traditions, 
habits, ideas, and sociopsychological traits specific to Latvians, which for the most 
part express universal values (happiness, honour, respect, etc.) in a national cultural 
light. Latvian folk wisdom tends to be understood narrowly as the continuation of a 
heritage comprising mythology and folklore. In this case, folk wisdom corresponds to 
the dimension “traditional values” in the World Values Map, which are opposed to 
“secularrational values”. In Latvia, the sociological distinction identified by Inglehardt 
is not very apt, because in a secular rational view traditional values are present, i.e. in
dividuals work, study, and operate in business in a rational spirit, but in social and pri
vate life they give due regard to folk wisdom.

Individual attitudes about values in contemporary Latvia are   described in the re
plies to the question: what character traits based on values do you wish to inculcate in 
your children? Findings from sociological studies of values based on the model of Sha
lom Schwartz are included in the Human Development Report for 2006/2007. Re
spondents were invited to consider 18 character traits, identifying the top five most 
important traits. Four of the traits thus identified correspond to the category of uni
versal and traditional values: sense of responsibility (67%), love of work (61%), orien
tation towards the family (49%), tolerance and respect for others (39%). Only one of 
the top five traits is related to selfrealisation values and openness to change: this is in
dependence and autonomy (35%).127 Sociologists note that looking at the dynamics of 
values, there is a tendency for values of obedience and good behaviour to diminish in 
importance, and the value of creativity to grow. 

Sociological studies in Latvia indicate that values which are regularly ranked 
highly are family, work, and security.128 Openness to accept change and an orienta
tion towards achievements is evident among the younger generation; however, the de
sire for entertainment, pleasure and adventure, which is evidence for the values of a 
consumer society, and hedonism are becoming rooted in contemporary Latvia. 

126 The Constitution of Latvia. Preamble. Accessible at: http://www.saeima.lv/en/legislation/constitution (site 
last visited 07.01.2017). 

127 Pārskats par tautas attīstību 2006/2007, 74. lpp. Accessible at: http://www.szf.lu.lv/fileadmin/user_upload/
szf_faili/ Petnieciba/sppi/tautas/tap_3_angl.pdf (site last visited 07.01.2017).  The following five traits belong 
to the category of traditional values, even conformism: good manners (35%), perseverance (34%), economic 
efficiency and thrift (30%), aspiration to success (25%), obedience (22%). Only 25% of the respondents 
chose the selfrealisation value of aspiring for success. Faith and religiosity were noted by only 9% of all 
respondents.

128 See: http://www.szf.lu.lv/fileadmin/user_upload/szf_faili/Petnieciba/sppi/tautas/tap_3_angl.pdf (site last 
visited 07.01.2017). 
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Comparative studies of values: Latvia, Europe, global world

The residents of postcommunist states have been studied sociologically as a sepa
rate set of countries as regards their attitudes towards the political regime and ongoing 
political processes as these relate to questions of values.129 Latvia took part in the New 
Europe Barometer series of studies from 1991 to 2004/2005, which covered the time 
span from the collapse of the USSR to the enlargement of the European Union in 
2004.130 The overall picture for Latvia is similar to that for other postcommunist states: 
introduction of a free market system and privatisation, violation of the law, difficulties 
in getting their bearings in the new system of economic values, and corruption, but 
overall there has been a tendency to accept European values, respect human rights, 
democracy, and gender equality. 

The comparative international studies World Values Survey, European Values 
Study, Eurobarometer, and New Baltic Barometer (I, II) allow assessment of the orien
tation of values in contemporary Latvia relative to those of other nations around the 
world.131 In studies of European values in Latvia, respondents in 1999 attached great 
importance to work as a value (92.6% Latvian, Russian, and other residents of Latvia 
indicated that work was very or considerably important to them). The family was con
sidered to be very or considerably important by 92.6% of respondents. Friendship is a 
value, but its importance was not decisive. Politics was not considered to be very im
portant, and only 33.9% gave great or considerable importance to religion, while a 
considerable number were sceptical, i.e. 25.9% attached no importance to it.132 If the 
importance of freedom and equality are compared, then the former was con sidered to 
be more important by 48.3%, while 44.4% of respondents favoured the latter. The atti
tude expressed by Latvians to many questions is quite similar to that expressed by 
 others living in Latvia. 

In the Human Development Report for 2006/2007, the value attributed by resi
dents to family, work, and religion had not decreased with respect to 1999; however, 
the value of work as a means of being successful decreased. Many respondents in vari
ous sociological surveys have indicated that success in Latvia no longer comes through 
work, but by means of personal contacts.133

129 Rose, R. Diverging Paths of Post-communist Countries: New Europe Barometer Trends since 1991. Centre for 
the Study of Public Policy. Aberdeen, 2006. 

130 Describing Latvia in the 21st century (more precisely after accession to the European Union in 2004) only as 
a postcommunist state is not completely correct — the European orientation of the state must be taken into 
account, also a free market economy and the rebirth of Catholicism, Protestantism, and Russian Orthodoxy, 
in respect of their impact on the system of values. A plurality of modern values is evident in Latvia, not only 
past reminiscences in a postCommunist spirit. 

131 A group of sociologists led by Professor Brigita Zepa have produced the Eurobarometer studies in the 
context of the European Values Study, 1999, Baltic Institute of Social Sciences.

132 Several assessments may be found in the European Values Study (1999). Accessible at: http://www.biss.
soc.lv/ downloads/resources/evp/evp1999.pdf (site last visited 07.01.2017); Pārskats par tautas attīstību 
2006/2007. The importance of family, work and religion has not changed much in recent years when compared 
with data obtained in the 1999 European Values survey.

133 Latvia. Human Development Report. 2006/2007. Human Capital. 3rd chapter, p. 69. The importance of family, 
work and religion has not changed much in recent years when compared with data obtained in the 1999 Euro-
pean Values survey.
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A number of nodes (clusters) were chosen to be highlighted in the summary of the 
2008 international study134: family, work, politics, including civil society activities and 
support for democracy, social values such as tolerance and solidarity, as well as values 
associated with prosperity and quality of life. Evidently certain cultural and political va
lues have disappeared from consideration, ones which perturbed Europe — in particu
lar Eastern Europe — at the end of the 1980s and at the beginning of the 1990s, namely, 
freedom, individualism, openness, emancipation, criticism, and creativity. Instead, 
there is more discussion about values which are linked to a welfare society — work, 
forms of social communities, tolerance towards those who are different and democracy. 

In the cultural map produced by Inglehardt and Welzel135 Latvia is found to be 
among those states for whom survival and rational secular values are predominant. 

134 GESIS data archive for the social sciences, Reports 2010/57. Accessible at: http://www.europeanvaluesstudy.
eu/ evs/dataanddownloads (site last visited 07.01.2017). 

135 InglehartWelzel Cultural Map. Accessible at: http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp (site last 
visited 07.01.2017). 
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The conservative nature of values in Latvia is confirmed in the world map of values 
(alongside the countries of Northern Europe, Sweden, Norway, and Denmark). 
 However, in Latvia we may not speak of individualism as modern version, based on 
liberalism, individually creative and selfassertive, but rather of a process of individu
alism emerging from a farmstead culture. 

One way in which value orientation may be determined is how respondents deal 
with the question: are you happy? A group of researchers studying values surveyed the 
Baltic States in 2008 and found that the degree of being happy was very low. It should 
be recalled that in 2008 a crisis in the financial system impacted the world and Latvia. 
The residents of Denmark, Puerto Rico, and Columbia turned out to be the happiest 
populations. Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia ranked 84th, 85th and 86th among the 97 
countries which were surveyed.136 This result was surprising, inasmuch as restoration 
of the Latvian state, freedom, human rights, fundamental constitutional values, and the 
preservation of traditions ought not to have caused the people to be so unhappy. Latvia 
was ranked 68th, Lithuania 60th, and Estonia 72nd, in the World Happiness Report of 2016.

The Human Development Index for Latvia has risen.137 It is evident that philo
sophically speaking description of what constitutes happiness is subjective and inclu
sive which renders the findings of the sociological study strongly dependent on the 
concept of “cultural historical interpretation”. Hence, the sociology of values can only 
be one dimension of many for an axiological approach, and not the determining one. 

Postmaterial values have become established in Europe as an orientation towards 
quality of life, selfrealisation, work in groups, networking, an interest in different cul
tures, and travel.138 However the 21st century has witnessed in Europe a perversion of 
radical liberalism as egotism, greediness, and discrediting of social values. Egotistical 
individualism currently poses a significant threat to European culture, as well as the 
European educational system. It is high time that the “we” trajectory has to be renewed 
and emphasised, one which characterises the deeper sense of the values of coexistence 
and togetherness.139 Ensuring respect for human rights in contemporary Latvia is es
sential, since this provides a legal basis for the basic values of daily life. 

Views by outsiders are an essential guide to how others perceive the values of Lat
via. Richard D. Lewis mentions the following cultural and ethical values as char
acteristic of contemporary Latvia: honesty and loyalty, work ethic, discipline, a 

136 Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia are unhappy states. The Baltic Course, 2008, 18.07.2008. Accessible at: http://
www.balticcourse.com/eng/baltic_news/?doc=1177 (site last visited 07.01.2017); World happiness report 
2016/ed/2016. J. F. Helliwell, H. Huang, Sh. Wang. Accessible at: http://worldhappiness.report/wpcontent/
uploads/ sites/2/2016/03/HRV1_web.pdf (site last visited 07.01.2017). 

137 The Human Development Index for Latvia had the value of 0.819 in 2014, which gave the country a high 
ranking — 46th place among 188 countries around the world. This index has risen starting from 0.692 in 
1990, to 0.819 in 2014, which attests to a considerable and appreciable improvement in living conditions.

138 In Western Europe, with the end of the era of industrialisation and emergence of a knowledgebased society 
a change is under way from survival values to values of free individual selfexpression. Contemporary 
European values no longer belong to just the region of Europe — they are rapidly taking over societies and 
countries in other regions of the world, promoting human rights, freedom, and prosperity.

139 Bela, B. Remarks on Discourse of Ethnicity and Nation in Latvia: Dynamic Character of “We” and “Them”. 
Ethnicity. Towards the Politics of Recognition in Latvia: 1991–2012. Rīga: Zinātne, 2013, pp. 68–79.
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 tendency to sing, love of nature, attachment to the land, cleanliness, conservative, 
old-fashioned politeness, melancholy, physical strength, individualism, and a de-
sire to read.140 One can broadly agree with observations reported by Louis, in particu
lar, as regards an orientation towards artistic values and the love of nature. Remaining 
aloof from global developments, aggressive nationalism, the absence of tolerance, cul
tivating violence and other ills which may develop in a society which relativizes plura
listic and classical values; these would only alienate Latvia from the European spirit 
and this should not be tolerated. Latvia is implementing a system of European values 
aimed at creating a democratic, knowledgebased society which promotes learning; 
this must be reinforced with political, cultural, and educational support. 

Conclusions

Over the centuries, the territory of Latvia has witnessed aspirations to European 
and universal values. Latvia and the Baltic were perceived as a region at the crossroads 
between the West and the East, but, thanks to a value system based on the values of 
Christianity as the foundation of European civilisation, the Enlightenment, romantic 
nationalism, national selfdetermination, freedom, European liberalism, and indi
vidual selfexpression, Latvia has demonstrated that it belongs to the family of Euro
pean nations. Proclamation of the Latvian state in 1918, and the restoration of 
indepen dence in 1990–1991 clearly defined its geopolitical location and values as be
longing to  Europe. This has been strengthened by the accession of Latvia to the Euro
pean Union in 2004, nurturing contemporary European values today and in the future. 

140 Lewis, R. D. When Cultures Collide: Leading Across Cultures. 3rd ed. Boston, London: Nicholas Brealey Pub
lishing, 2006, pp. 362–367. 
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Anita Rožkalne

THE CONTRIBUTION OF LATVIAN LITERATURE 
TO WORLD CULTURE

This article will provide insight, initially, into the manner whereby Latvian literature came to be, 
as well as what has determined its content, its unique artistic forms and its ability to adapt to 
different cultural environments to give the best possible motivation for Latvian literature to spread 
and to be appreciated beyond Latvia. The presentation and conclusions are based on the concept 
of not only the literary process, but also the accessibility of the resulting works, and, what may be 
termed, as the contribution made by literature derives from the conditions under which a national 
literature arose, changes in the state, mass movement of the people and the ability of literary 
figures to position themselves in a wider international cultural context. A chronological sequence 
of events and circumstances will be presented, which promoted Latvian literary figures leaving 
Latvia, and insight will be offered into the effect of this process on the creative work of authors, 
their results and the status of authors in their country of residence, which have contributed to 
the visibility of Latvian literature beyond Latvia. Information has been selectively gleaned from 
catalogues of the principal libraries of nearly twenty foreign countries about their stock of Latvian 
books and other publications in original and translated versions, which allow drawing a number 
of conclusions about the availability of books by Latvian authors outside of Latvia, as well as how 
such collections have arisen. Finally, a number of other professional activities by Latvian literary 
figures which along with the dissemination of published works contribute directly to culture in 
foreign countries.

Keywords: Latvian literature, culture borderland, literature contacts, Latvian literature in the world.

Introduction

The twofold contribution by Latvian literature to the world may be understood as 
follows: the contribution made by Latvian literature, firstly to Latvians themselves (in 
and outside of Latvia), as well as to foreigners throughout the world. 

The integration of Latvian writers into world literary trends both through inspira
tion and influence by international philosophical and aesthetic ideas, as well as their 
further development in ways unique to Latvian literature contributes to world culture, 
enriching the latter thematically and artistically. Nevertheless, the phrase “the contri
bution of Latvian literature to world culture” is taken to refer not to domestic occur
rences in the domain of Latvian literature, but rather to what transpires outside the 
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territory of the presentday Republic of Latvia. How to define the extent of this “con
tribution”, its spatial extent and significance to a receiving culture is, therefore, a chal
lenging problem for researchers to treat. 

There has been no comprehensive study made of the worldwide dissemination of 
Latvian literature in translation, what information about Latvian literature is available 
in each particular foreign country. Its impact on other cultures is an even less studied 
question. A number of factbased studies have been made of literary contacts with se v
eral countries in particular; alternatively, Latvian and foreign writers have ascertained 
the extent of such contacts in their works. It is possible by means of a longlasting 
effort to compile an extensive bibliography of books by Latvian authors which are kept 
in libraries around the world; which works by Latvian authors (in other original 
languages or in translation) have been included in foreignlanguage anthologies and 
periodicals; which foreign publications contain information about Latvian literature 
and Latvian authors, etc. Such an enormous catalogue (better still — a database) would 
provide information of the extent to which Latvian literary works have been 
disseminated. However, the measure of the physical “extent of dissemination” is only 
part of the concept of the “contribution to world culture”.

It is impossible in an article to cover all available information of how Latvian lite
rature has made its way in the world, hence, only the essential, typical or most spectac
ular facts about Latvian literary life will be presented (original works, translations of 
works to and from foreign languages, literary essays and literary criticism, etc.), in how 
they characterise the external dissemination of Latvian literature and the extent of its 
foreign visibility; in addition, the degree will be described of how the themes or pre
sentation contained in the works by Latvian writers have evoked interest among for
eigners. Finally, in a few cases it is possible to identify the influence exerted by Latvian 
literary figures on the literature of other countries in Europe or even on world lite r
ature. 

It is important to understand the extent to which the evaluation of Latvian literary 
works published abroad in Latvian or in translation coincides with critical apprecia
tion and conformity with the cultural canon in Latvia; this, however, is the subject of a 
wider research project, and will be only touched upon casually in this article. There
fore, the term “contribution” as used in this article will not be considered as a synonym 
for the concepts of “meaning”, or “excellence”, since the meaning or excellence of any 
contribution may best be evaluated by members of the receiving culture. In the light of 
this, the term “contribution” will be taken to mean the entirety of artistic, educational, 
and organisational activities, which have come to the attention of foreign countries, 
with Latvian literary figures acting as intermediaries and have evoked a response in 
the cultural environment of another country. 
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Cultural borderland

The contribution made by Latvian literature to world culture was influenced both 
by the history of the formation and existence of the Latvian nation, as well as by the 
complicated period of the emergence of a written form of the Latvian language and the 
possibilities for manifestation of national identity.1 

Latvian literature is very young given its approximately 200 years of existence 
when compared with the 3000year history of Western European literature. A national 
literature was born earlier in most states with which Latvia has historically had the 
most contact, and which except for Germany and Sweden are neighbours of the terri
tory inhabited by Latvians, namely: German literature during the 12th cent., Polish — 
15th cent., Belarusian and Lithuanian — 16th cent., Swedish — at the end of the 
17th cent., Russian — 18th cent., Estonian — at the beginning of the 19th century. Opin
ions about this ordering of the beginning of national literature may give dates which 
differ by a few decades, but the date for the birth of Latvian literature, the mid19th cen
tury, is the last one in this list. One reason for this, and which partially influenced the 
late birth of Estonian literature, are the unique ways in which the respective national 
languages were formed. 

A prerequisite for literature is that a consolidated and normative basis exists for 
the respective language, and the Latvian language could only emerge after the ancient 
Baltic tribes could understand one another and following internal migration a con
solidated language emerged, one acceptable by all. Studies of Latvian subdialects 
have shown the Latvian language, which is based on the ancient Latvian tribal lan
guages, has also been influenced by FinnoUgric, Germanic, and Slavic languages.2 
Together with Lithuanian it is one of the oldest living IndoEuropean languages since 
the Baltic protolanguage was formed over the period of 2000 to 500 BCE; the ancient 
Latvian tribes separated from the ancient Lithuanian tribes during the 5th–7th centu
ries, while consolidation of the tribal languages of the Cours, Semigallians, Latgalians 
and Selonians began during the 13th century with the arrival of Christianity on the 
territory of Latvia. In a detailed study the historian Muntis Auns demonstrated that 
the ethnonym latvietis (a Latvian) should be used referring to the 14th century 
 onwards.3 

1 Misiunas, R., Taagepera, R. The Baltic States. Years of Dependence, 1940–1980. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1983; History of the Literary Cultures of East-Central Europe: Junctures and 
disjunctures in the 19th and 20th centuries. CornisPope, M., Neubauer, J. (eds.). Amsterdam; Philadelphia: 
John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2004; Andrups, J., Kalve, V. Latvian Literature: Essays. Stockholm: 
M. Goppers (Zelta Ābele), 1954;  Blese, E. Storia delle letterature Baltiche: a cura di Giacomo Devoto. Milano: 
Nuova accademia editrice, 1957, pp. 78–277; Andrups, J. Die Lettische Literatur. Moderne Weltliteratur. Die 
Gegenwartsliteraturen Europas und Amerikas. Stuttgart: Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1972, S. 852–859; Andrups, J. 
Latvian literature. World Literature Since 1945. Critical Surveys of the contemporary Literatures of Europe and 
the Americas. Ivask, I., von Wilpert, G. (eds.). New York: Frederic Ungar Publishing, 1973, pp. 449–445; 
GeileSipolniece, I. La Littérature lettonne au XXe siècle. Riga: Nordik, 1997. 

2 Stafecka, A. Latviešu valodas dialekti. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 1. sēj.: Latvieši. Rīga: Latvijas 
Zinātņu akadēmija, 2013, 249. lpp.

3 Auns, M. Latvieši Livonijas laikmetā. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 1. sēj., 114.–137. lpp. 
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For a long time thereafter Latvian literature did not benefit from a stable written 
language, despite its origin as a language which is endowed with one of the oldest 
thinking structures — a worldview characteristic of the ancient IndoEuropeans — 
which is evident in Latvian folklore. The Repository of Latvian Folklore (RLF), which 
is located on the premises of the Latvian National Library,4 contains 36 000 variants of 
fairy tales, 58 000 legends, 33 500 anecdotes, 545 000 riddles, 30 500 melodies, and 
tens of thousands other folklore materials. Thirteen RLF electronic catalogues encom
pass 15 volumes of Latviešu pasakas un teikas (Latvian Fairy Tales and Legends) com
piled by Pēteris Šmits with a parallel Latvian and German language text,5 audio and 
video recordings, photographs and drawings, an index of proverbs, and other mate
rials. Nevertheless, one of the most important, if not the most important element of 
folklore is the collection of Latvian folk songs or dainas, which comprises 1 million 
245 000 folk songs.6 Dainas, one of the principal forms of the oral traditional Latvian 
folklore, consist of quatrains, occasionally as sextains.7 Variations of these folk songs 
have been found in all of the cultural historical regions of Latvia, and they constitute a 
significant part of Latvian identity. The imagery and style of the dainas demonstrate 
recourse to a broad range of symbolic meaning and metaphors.8 According to linguists, 
the structure of a language influences ways of thinking, which in turn have evolved 
over thousands of years of ancient history. This also applies to poetry, and even to 
prose, as Latvian literature has been recognised to be close to nature, even if city life is 
depicted. Furthermore, Latvian prose has been recognised stylistically to be lyrical lit
er ature. Written Latvian literature ethically and aesthetically is characterised by the life 
of individuals to be close to nature, with an ability to see global relationships and con
nections with the Universe.

The first written record of a Latvian folk song is found in an account of the great 
witch trial in Riga of 1584 as an incantation,9 while collecting folk songs was begun by 
Baltic German literary figures in the mid18th century. Important work in this regard 
was done by Johann Gottfried Herder, a German poet, critic, theologian, philoso
pherenlightener, and initiator of German Romanticism, who also collected and 

4 Latviešu folkloras krātuve. Accessible at: http://www.lfk.lv/jaunumi (site last visited 12.02.2017).
5 Latviešu pasakas un teikas. Accessible at:  http://pasakas.lfk.lv/wiki/Main_Page (site last visited 12.02.2017).
6 Reidzāne, B., Vīksna, M. Latviešu folklora ideju un laikmetu griežos. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 

1. sēj., 444. lpp.
7 Barons, Kr. Latvju Dainas – Latvian Folksongs. Interlinear translation – Lettische Volkslieder. Interlinear-

übersetzung – Латышские народные песни, подстрочники. Rīga: LU LFMI, 2012; Dainas. Poèmes lettons 
traduits et préséntes par Nadine Vitols Dixon. Ėdition bilingue. Montpellier: L’ Archange Minotaure, 2004; 
Jonval, M. Les chansons mythologiques lettonnes: publiés avec une traduction française = Latviešu mītoloģiskās 
daiņas: latviski un franciski. Paris: Libraire Picart, 1929; Le Journal International. Accessible at: http://www.
lejournalinternational.fr/DainaAlittleknownshortformofpoetryfromLatvia_a2062.html (site last 
visited 12.02.2017); Krišjānis Barons och Latvju dainas. Historiska nyheter, 51, 1991, S. 10; Dainas: latviske 
folk edikt. I utvalg og gjendiktning ved E. Kittelsen. Oslo: Aschehoug, 1996.  

8 VīķeFreiberga, V. Linguistics and Poetics of Latvian Folk Songs. Montreal: McGillQueens University Press, 
1989; VīķeFreiberga, V. Logique de la poésie: structure et poétique des dainas lettones. Bordeaux: William 
Blake And Co, 2007. 

9 Reidzāne, B., Vīksna, M. Latviešu folklora ideju un laikmetu griežos. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 
1. sēj., 429. lpp.
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 published the folklore of many European peoples. From 1764 to 1769 
J. G. Herder taught at Riga Domskola (Dom School), and was also an 
adjoint pastor at the Church of Jesus and St. Gertrude. It is widely ac
cepted that J. G. Herder developed a particular interest in folk songs 
during his Riga period when considering texts of the Old Testament 
as litera ture written by authors and coming into contact with Latvian 
tradition. An account survives that while visiting the manor (Höfchen 
Gravenheide), which belonged to E rnest Heydevogel, the Elder (elter-
man) of the Great Guild of Riga, sited on the shore of Lake Jugla, and 
which was one of the most beautiful and attractive manors in Riga, 
Herder wrote several poems, including “A Rural Song of Graven
heide” (Ein Landlied auf Gravenheide), as well as a cantata in honour 
of the consecration of Biķeru Church. The historian Arveds Švābe 
opined that it was at Gravenheide where J. G. Herder gained his im
pressions of “the syncretic Latvian folk art, dances, choral songs and 
fire associated with the feast of Jāņi”, and was enthusiastic about the 
“ancient feral relicts of song, rhythm, and dance still living among the 
people” which Western (German) civilization had not yet managed to 
“deform” according to its own image and likeness.10

The 80 Latvian folk songs collected by J. G. Herder were acquired 
in handwritten form, with some of the correspondents being clergy
men and proponents of enlightenment in Vidzeme, and these are 
held in paper convolutes at the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin — Preußis-

cher Kulturbesitz. Latvian folk songs are found in the compilations by J. G. Herder, Alte 
Volkslieder (1773–1774, unpublished), Volkslieder, (1778–1779, Book 4, Part 2), and, 
Stimmen der Völker in Liedern11 (1807, Book 1, pp. 94–95).12 

The folklorist Dace Bula considers that Herder came to four important conclu
sions concerning the manner in which the spirit of a people is manifested in folklore: 
1) the idea that a national uniqueness has come about naturally, the spirit and soul of a 
people which finds expression in folk poetry; 2) the idea of folk songs closely linked to 
the history of a people, because this is reflected in folk songs; 3) the idea of a nation as 
an organic whole, one which has naturally evolved a unique soul or national spirit; 
4)  the idea that all of civilisation might progress with each people developing in ac
cordance with its naturally endowed character — and only thus can the diversity of 
mankind be ensured.13 

Latvian folk songs provided the impulse which, however indirectly, and com
pounded with the folklore of other peoples, caused Herder to coin the term volkslied, 

10 Švābe, A. Kāda mācītāja dzīve. Stokholma: Daugava, 1958, 149. lpp.
11 University of Toronto — Robarts Library. Accessible at: https://ia802300.us.archive.org/13/items/

stimmendervlke00herduoft/stimmendervlke00herduoft.pdf (site last visited 13.02.2017).
12 Repository of Latvian folklore. Accessible at: http://garamantas.lv/lv/manuscript/2321/JohanaGotfrida

Herderalatviesutautasdziesmukolekcija (site last visited 13.02.2017).
13 Bula, D. Johans Gotfrīds Herders un tautas dzejas interpretācija Latvijā. Herders Rīgā. Rīga: Rīgas Doma 

evan ģēliski luteriskā draudze, 2005, 14.–15. lpp.

Fig. 1. The J. G. Herder 
monument in Riga. 
1985. Photograph by 
Gunārs Janaitis
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with the broad meaning of poetry which 
lives among the people.14 One opinion 
has it that Herder’s ideas induced Jo
hann Wolfgang Goethe to formulate his 
own views on the role played by people’s 
(folk) art in literature, as well as inspir
ing the brothers Jacob and Wilhelm 
Grimm to collect German fairytales, 
with J. W. Goethe being the first person 
to propose the concept of “world litera
ture” (Weltliteratur), one that subse
quently had great relevance for the un
derstanding and study of literature. It is 
possible that the interest which 
J. G. Herder took in Latvian folk songs, 
their publication and their relationship 
with development by J. W. Goethe of his 
own views, was the first instance of a contribution to world culture made by Latvian lit
erature, since folklore comprises literary texts preserved over the centuries in oral form 
which is individual when recounted, but with an inherited narrative structure. Accord
ing to David Kirby, J. G. Herder was an important personality in the history of Latvian 
folklore and literature: “The collection, published in 1778–1779, by Johann Gottfried 
Herder of folk songs from around the world, provided inspiration for future genera
tions of poets and scholars, yet Herder was only one of many enthusiasts who discov
ered the poetry of ordinary people.”15 

The folklorist, publicist, translator, and writer Krišjānis Barons was the foremost 
collector and classifier of Latvian folk songs; he published an academic compilation of 
Latvian folk songs, Latvju Dainas in six volumes (1894–1915). Some thirty years ear
lier a few folk songs were published in the Latvian newspaper, Pēterburgas Avīzes 
(St Petersburg News) which appeared in St Petersburg. Kr. Barons was one of those 
who had compiled these folk songs. This newspaper could not be published in his 
homeland due to the influence of German landowners, but Russian ethnographers 
provided moral and material support for the collection of Latvian folklore, with this 
support not solely based on scholarly interests, but also on the actions taken by Slavo
philes against Germanisation in Latvia and in Estonia, and Polonisation in Lithuania, 
with a view to other nations melding into the Russian nation.16

From 1867 onwards, Kr. Barons lived in Russia working as a tutor to the family of 
a country nobleman, I. Stankevitch,17 where he also began the work of organising and 

14 Volkslieder. Accessible at: http://www.literatur.lv/doku/herder1.htm (site last visited 13.02.2017).
15 Kirby, D. G. Northern Europe in the Early Modern Period. The Baltic World 1492–1772. London & New York: 

Longman, 1990, p. 392.
16 Reidzāne, B., Vīksna, M. Latviešu folklora ideju un laikmetu griežos. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 

1. sēj., 435. lpp.
17 The former Stankevitch country seat was located in Mukhouderovka, Russia, 700 kilometres from Moscow 

(Belgorod Oblast, Alekseyevka district).
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Fig. 2. Latvian folk song (dainas) texts written on paper strips 
and placed in the Cabinet of Dainas. 2015. Photograph by 
Didzis Grodzs 
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classifying the numerous texts of folk songs which he received from correspondents. 
At the same time he undertook scientific collaboration with the Russian Society of 
Devotees of Natural Science, Anthropology, and Ethnography, and in 1881 he became 
a member of the Ethnography Section of this Moscowbased Society. At first slips of 
paper with folk song texts were placed in cigarette packages, but in 1880 a special piece 
of furniture, the Cabinet of Dainas (folk songs), consisting of 70 drawers and further 
20 compartments in each drawer, was made to order in Moscow, based on a drawing 
by Krišjānis Barons himself.

In 1893, when Barons had received approximately 150 000 texts, the Cabinet of 
Dainas was brought to Latvia; currently, this cabinet is located in the Repository of 
Latvian Folklore on the premises of the National Library of Latvia. Texts of the folk 
songs which now fill the Cabinet of Dainas are accessible on the Internet;18 on 
4  September 2001, the Cabinet of Dainas of Kr. Barons, together with its contents of 
268 815 texts, was inscribed in the UNESCO Memory of the World Register as “The 
Cabinet of Dainas/Dainu skapis”.19

Entry by Latvian folk songs into the world of written literature was associated both 
with German and Russian scientific environment. A monument in Latvia honouring 
J. G. Herder is located in a square adjacent to Riga Dom Church.20 It was unveiled in 
1864, as a result of an initiative by literary figures, artists and other German burghers 
of Riga. This was the first monument in Riga commemorating a personality in the field 
of culture. 

In 1990, a museum dedicated to the Stankevitch family was opened in Russia, at 
the former family country seat and is a branch of the Krišjānis Barons Museum.21 A 
replica of the Cabinet of Dainas is on display there. A commemorative boulder from 

18 Krišjāņa Barona Dainu skapis. Accessible at: www.dainuskapis.lv (site last visited 13.02.2017).
19 UNESCO. Memory of the World. Accessible at: http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communicationand

information/memoryoftheworld/register/accessbyregionandcountry/lv/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
20 Rīgas pieminekļu aģentūra. Accessible at: http://rigaspieminekli.lv/?lapa=piemineklis&zanrs=1&rajons=6& 

id=21 (site last visited 13.02.2017).
21 Отец дайн Кришянис Барон. Accessible at: http://sherp.relline.ru/jphome/poetry/krbaron.htm (site last 

visited 13.02.2017).

Fig. 3. A replica of the Cabinet of Dainas and a memorial commemorating Kr. Barons, in Mukhouderovka, 
Russia. 2012. Photograph from the Kr. Barons Museum
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Latvia brought there in 1985 (author — sculptor Alberts Terpilovskis) is set in the ave
nue of trees planted by Kr. Barons and his pupils.

The linguist Pēteris Vanags has studied the history of the Latvian literary or written 
language, starting with the first records of words dating from the 13th century.22 The first 
known written text in the Latvian language was part of the Lord’s Prayer inserted by 
hand in a Catholic Agenda printed in Leipzig in 1507; for the purposes of the history of 
the Latvian language this text is designated as the Lords’ Prayer according to Ghisbert. 
Surviving records due to J. Brandes, Deacon of the Dom Church in Lübeck, indicate 
that already during the lifetime of Martin Luther, a Latvian parish in Riga was using a 
Lutheran Catechism translated into Latvian in 1525; however, this text has not survived.

The first widely known, surviving text printed in the consolidated Latvian lan
guage is a version of the Lord’s Prayer, written down and attributed to the region of 
Riga by the travelling literary personality Johann Hasentödter.23 This text is included in 
a book by Sebastian Münster, Cosmographiae (Cosmography), published in 1550, in 
Basel. The book also contains a description of Livonia by Hasentödter and the first 
image of the panorama of Riga, created before 1547.

The oldest surviving book in Latvian was published in Vilnius in 1585, a transla
tion of a Catholic Catechism Catechismus Catholicorum. Iscige pammacishen no thems 
Paprekshe Galwe gabblems Christites macibes. Prexskan thems nemacigems vnd iounems 
bernems (A Brief Summary of Christian Teachings to be Learned by Heart. For the 
unlearned and young children). 

G. Mancelius, a German pastor, developed the elements of Latvian ortho graphy 
based on the Central Dialect, and in 1638 he published a GermanLatvian dictionary, 
Lettus; a handbook of Latvian grammar written by Johann Georg Rehehusen was 
printed in 1644, Manductio ad linguam lettonicam facilis & certa / monstrata a Joanne 
Georgo Rehehusen (A Simple and Sound Guide to the Latvian language by Johann 
Georg Rehehusen). In the context of the Swedish government decision to translate the 
Bible into Latvian, Jānis Reiters (historically mentioned under the name Johann Reu
ter – Translator’s note), who was the first Latvian to benefit from an academic educa
tion, published in 1675 an article in German, Eine Übersetzungsprobe (A  Sample of 
Translated Text), wherein he provides his translation into Latvian of se veral passages 
from the Bible. His compilation of translation of the Lord’s Prayer into 40 languages, 
including Latvian, was published in Riga in 1662. 

Christoph Fürecker was active in the field of the Latvian language and literature 
during the mid17th century; he not only wrote a book of Latvian grammar and com
piled Latvian dictionary, but also published many songs. The most important achieve
ment of this period was translation of the Bible by the clergyman Ernst Glück and its 
publication which was completed in 1694. The 17th century was marked by the appear
ance of linguistic treatises on the Latvian language and dictionaries, and approximately 
60 publications appeared in Latvian during the last quarter of this century, i.e. between 
1671 and 1708.24 During the Great Northern War (1700–1721), Poland, Lithuania, 

22 Vanags, P. Latviešu literārās valodas attīstība. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 1. sēj., 179. lpp.
23 Draviņš, K. Das Hasentötersche lettische Vaterunser. Studi Baltici, Vol. 9, 1952, pp. 211–230.
24 Vanags, P. Latviešu literārās valodas attīstība. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 1. sēj.,  183. lpp.
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Prussia, Russia, and Sweden fought for possession of the territory inhabited by Lat
vians; outbreaks of the plague which followed not only slowed down development of a 
written form of the Latvian language, but also changed the national composition of the 
inhabitants: approximately onehalf of the residents of Latvia perished during epidem
ics, and demobilised Russian soldiers were settled in Vidzeme, as well as Tatar prison
ers and German peasant families. Russian and Belarusian peasants settled in Latgale. 
The majority of these newcomers were Latvianised over the succeeding centuries. 
Youthful members of the German intelligentsia arrived from Germany.

Reference books offering practical advice, calendars, popular journals printed in 
Latvian began to appear during the second half of the 18th century, and, starting with 
the early 19th century, primers, textbooks, and translated literature in ever increasing 
numbers. The most important authors of these continued to be of German origin, but 
a number of Latvian authors deserve mention who wrote in Latvian: Ansis Līventāls, 
Ernests Dinsbergs, Ansis Leitāns, and Jānis Ruģēns. Approximately 1300 books in 
Latvian appeared during the one hundred years that spanned the mid18th and the 
mid19th centuries.25

Latgale, in separate parts, over shorter or longer periods of time from the 13th cen
tury to the end of the 18th century, was ruled by the Livonian Order, Russians, Lithua
nians, Swedes, and Poles. Latgale coming under Polish domination between 1629 and 
1795 left a lasting impression on its people; subsequently, Latgale became a part of the 
Russian Empire. For most of the time up until 1917, Latvians in Latgale lived separated 
from the rest of ethnic Latvian territory. Under these circumstances a written form of 
Latvian was created which today is called the Latgalian written language26 and which 
shows, as is the case for the Latvian language, influences from several languages, from 
Russian, Lithuanian, Belarusian, and Polish. 

Referring to studies carried out by the Lithuanian linguist Giedrius Subačius,27 
P.  Vanags considers that, when compared with other literary or standard forms of 
 European languages, the Latvian language has followed a unique path — since its 
written language was created consciously, by defining norms for its use: “Languages 
may be classed into two typologically different groups — early written languages 
(English, French, German, Italian, Polish, etc.), which were dominant languages and 
whose standard forms developed spontaneously before the mid18th century; late 
written languages (Bulgarian, Estonian, Lithuanian, Finnish, Ukrainian, etc.), which 
formerly were subordinate and whose written forms developed as the result of a de
liberate, planned process, starting from the end of the 18th century to the 19th  cen
tury.”28

Conclusions drawn by the linguist P. Vanags concerning the Latvian language 
apply equally to the appearance and development of Latvian literature, taking the re
duction in influence of the German language as defining stages in this process:

25 Vanags, P. Latviešu literārās valodas attīstība. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 1. sēj., 187. lpp.
26 Jansone, I., Stafecka, A. Latviešu rakstības attīstība: lejzemnieku un augšzemnieku tradīcija. Latvieši un Lat-

vija. 1. sēj., 205.–244. lpp.
27 Subačius, G. Two Types of Standard Languages History in Europe. Res Balticae, No. 8, 2002, pp. 131–150.
28 Vanags, P. Latviešu literārās valodas attīstība. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 1. sēj., 203. lpp.
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“In describing the history of the Latvian literary language, the socalled old Latvian 
written language presents a major stumbling block — this was the form of the written 
Latvian language encountered in texts dating from the 16th to the first half of the 19th 

century, whose originators had German as their first language, and they mastered 
Latvian to a lesser or greater extent as a second language. The resulting language was 
substantially influenced by the German language.”29

During the second half of the 19th century, the task of improving the Latvian lan
guage and its linguistic norms was taken over by Latvian linguists. This complex pro c
ess was carried out in an environment featuring three languages (German, Russian, 
and Latvian). The Russian enjoyed the status of being the sole official language. Several 
books in Latvian were printed using the Cyrillic alphabet as a protest against the Ger
man language and Germanisation tendencies. In Latgale prohibition of the printed 
form of the written Latgalian language led to the phenomenon of handwritten texts 
produced by Latgalian peasants, both copied texts, as well as those of their own com
position. (A century later — in 1940 after the incorporation of Latvia by the Soviet 
Union the policy of Russification again set in: the principal language became Russian 
both for public administration as well as in other institutions. A similar process took 
place in 1944 when, with the return of Soviet power, many foreigners arrived in Latvia 
on the heels of the Soviet Army.30) 

Overall, the role played in daily life of the Latvian language expanded significantly 
by the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries. The abolition of serfdom was crucial to devel
opment of the Latvian language and national consciousness — after abolition peasants 
gained personal freedom, while the land and houses remained the property of the rural 
gentry, and this took place in different governorates of Latvia at different times between 
1817 and 1861. According to census data for 1897 literacy rate among the population 
over the age of 10 was 94.6% in Vidzeme, 83.1%, in Riga, and 88.6%, in Kurzeme, while 
the comparable figure for the Russian imperial capital, St Petersburg, was only 71% being 
able to read and write. Latgale, with a literacy rate of 50.3%, also turned out to have bet
tered considerably the 14.6% figure for the Governorates of Pskov and Vitebsk.31

In many ways, Latvian literature developed in parallel with the Latvian language, 
at least until the end of the 19th century, and, intermittently, even later. Valdemārs 
Ancītis has identified various turning points and periods for this parallel development 
from the standpoint of literary historian as follows: 

• “From the first known printed text in Latvian (“The Lord’s Prayer due to 
Hasentödter”, 1550) to the first surviving book written in Latvian (Kanīzija 
katķisms (Catechism of Canisius), 1585) — 35 years. 

• From the Kanīzija katķisms to the first secular publication in the Latvian lan
guage (Rāms laiks pēc pērkona briesmas (Tranquillity after the Threat of Thunder) 
by the Elder Stender, 1735) — 168 years. 

29 Vanags, P. Latviešu literārās valodas attīstība. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 1. sēj., 178. lpp.
30 Bukšs, M. Die Russifizierung in den baltischen Ländern. München: Latgalischer Verlag, 1964. 
31 Aušeiks, G. Par Latvijas izglītības vēsturi. Accessible at:
http://alv.lv/lv/biblioteka/isumaparizglitibulatvijakrievijasimperijassa/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
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• From Rāms laiks to the first book written by a Latvian author (Tā Neredzīga 
Indriķa dziesmas (Songs by Blind Henry), 1806) — 53 years. 

• From the songs by the blind poet to the first book of poetry which was written 
independent of Baltic German tutelage (Dziesmiņas (Little Songs) by Juris 
Alunāns (1856)) — 50 years. 

• From Dziesmiņas by Alunāns to the first short stories which were written inde
pendent of Baltic German tutelage (by Krišjānis Barons, Juris Neikens, and 
Jēkabs Zvaigznīte, 1863) — 7 years. 

• From the first original short stories to the first incontrovertibly original play in 
the Latvian language (Pašu audzināts (Brought up by Ourselves) by Ādolfs 
Alunāns, 1869) — 6 years. 

• From the first original play to the first Latvian novels (Mērnieku laiki (The Time 
of the Land Surveyors) by the brothers Kaudzīte, Sadzīves viļņi (Waves in Social 
Life) by Māteru Juris (1879) — 10 years.”32

This listing also must include the first known Latvian author of literature in hand
written form, Ķikuļu Jēkabs, whose poems were written down in 1777.

The issue has been long debated as to whether works by an author whose ethnic 
origin is not Latvian, written, however, in the Latvian language, may be considered as 
Latvian literature relates to the great influence exerted by Baltic Germans during the 
initial phase of the history of Latvia and Latvian literature. According to Māra Gru
dule, a literary historian, Baltic German culture on the territory of Latvia dates to the 
period of time between the turn of the 12th–13th centuries to the end of the Second 
World War including the foundation of the Latvian state in 1918. Baltic Germans were 
the principal driving force over many centuries in politics, economy, and cultural life, 
independent of the political allegiance of the territory: “the culture of the Baltic Ger
mans set an example as a European culture and sought to educate Latvians almost im
mediately after conquering the territory and beginning subjugation of the indigenous 
population. The influence of German culture on Latvian spiritual life was considerable 
during the period of the national awakening, and also throughout the second half of 
the 19th century — in the course of their literary activities the great Latvian writers 
Rūdolfs Blaumanis and Aspazija began literary activities in German, and the NewLat
vians also often communicated with one another in German. In spite of the Latvian 
intelligentsia progressively freeing itself from being influenced by local German cul
ture, even deliberately shunning such influence, German culture traditionally Euro
pean in its nature nevertheless remained an important source for development at least 
until the First World War.”33

32 Ancītis, V. Kā tad ar tiem romāniem īsti ir? Jaunā Gaita. Nr. 216, 1999, 42. lpp.
33 Grudule, M. Vācbaltieši Latvijas un latviešu kultūras vēsturē. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 4. sēj.: 

Latvijas kultūra, izglītība, zinātne. Rīga: Latvijas Zinātņu akadēmija, 2013, 230. lpp.; See also: Grudule, M. 
Der neue Lette am Kreuzpunkt der deutschen und lettischen Ansichten. Das Baltikum als Konstrukt (18.–
19.  Jahrhundert): Von einer Kolonialwahrnehmung zu einem nationalen Diskurs. Hrsg. von A. Sommerlat
Michas. Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2015, S. 163–172.
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Relations between Latvians and Baltic Germans are reflected in works produced 
both by Latvian and Baltic German writers during the second half of the 19th century, 
including their merging, in this way artistic means provide evidence for the inevitable 
drawing closer of two nations and partial mixing over the many centuries of existing 
side by side. The literary scholar Pauls Daija, in his study of the period between the 
16th century and mid19th century, described in detail the multifunctional role that 
the Baltic Germans undertook (to study the Latvian language, to produce religious 
and secular texts in the Latvian language) and calls this to be “Literature in Latvian”: 
“Lit e rature in the Latvian language during this period in this sense is a significant 
body of texts worthy of study, which was produced topdown in onesided communi
cation from the hierarchy and this is one important feature of the origin of Latvian lit
erature.”34

In posing the question, “Latvian literature or literature in the Latvian language?”, 
P. Daija concluded that the total of religious and secular texts produced by the Baltic 
Germans to guide the spiritual development of Latvians for the most part consisted of 
translated works rather than works written in Latvian: “There was no later repetition 
of as intensive and unequivocal influence exerted on Latvian writing by German liter
ature, when foreign literary influence is approved to be part of the Latvian national 
lite rature canon and fused with “Latvian themes”. At the same time the phenomenon is 
noteworthy of translation during the 18th century which allowed liberal reformulation 
of texts during the process, occasionally bordering on plagiarism as we understand 
this today; straightforward translations were rare in early Latvian literature, adapta
tions and localisations predominated, where German examples were integrated in a 
world familiar to Latvian readers.”35

The first educated Latvians joined the circle of authors between 1830 and 1850, 
while a student group in Dorpat and the appearance of New Latvian ideas in the 
newspaper Mājas Viesis (House Guest) changed the balance between the Latvian and 
Baltic German contribution to literature. The collection of foreign language poems 
rendered in verse by J. Alunāns, Dziesmiņas latviešu valodai pārtulkotas (Little Songs 
Translated into Latvian) (1856), initiated a new phase when taken with the introduc
tory sentiments: “In rendering these songs in verse form, I had the following inten
tion: I wanted to demonstrate that the Latvian language is powerful and pleasant, and, 
thus, I tried as much as possible to clear out foreign rubbish from the Latvian 
language.”36 

Zigrīda Frīde, a literary historian, while eschewing decadeslong standard views of 
the Latvian past as a colonial narrative, which invites taking the side of either the op
pressed or the oppressor, points to the importance of “political aspects, since a compe
tition began in the Russian German Baltic provinces labelled as Governorates between 

34 Daija, P. Latviešu nacionālās literatūras veidošanās līdz 19. gadsimta vidum. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie 
raksti. 4. sēj., 262. lpp.; See also: Daija, P. Apgaismība un kultūrpārnese. Latviešu laicīgās literatūras tapšana. 
Rīga: LU LFMI, 2013. 

35 Daija, P. Latviešu nacionālās literatūras veidošanās līdz 19. gadsimta vidum. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie 
raksti. 4. sēj.,  275. lpp.

36 Alunāns, J. Dziesmiņas latviešu valodai pārtulkotas. Tērbata, 1856, 1. lpp.
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two different forms of governance Diets — provincial assemblies — and centralised 
state government), religion (Lutheranism and Russian Orthodoxy) and peoples (Ger
mans and Latvians) that characterised the cultural environment.”37

At a lecture given in 1989 at the University of Kansas, Ivars Ivasks, an  Estonian 
Latvian poet, and a recognised scholar and writer in the field of the theory of compara
tive literature, very precisely characterised as follows the national situation in the Bal
tic, which for many in the audience was unknown: “I was born into an EstonianLatvian 
family where neither parent spoke the other’s language, hence German became their 
common language, occasionally Russian, so that we children would not understand. 
Why specifically German and Russian and not some other major language? Because 
German was the language of the landowning aristocracy which dominated Estonia 
and Latvia for seven hundred years, and hence was considered the language of culture; 
Russian again was spoken by many because until 1918 the Baltic States formed part of 
the czarist empire and so Russian was the language of administration, heavily pushed 
in the schools. Then in the aftermath of World War I and the Russian revolution, the 
three Baltic States attained a brief but heady period of 22 years of national independ
ence which ended with World War II.”38

The geographical location of the territory inhabited by Latvians being in a border
land globally influenced formation of the Latvian language and literature, as well as 
Latvian culture, since the fate of people living in this area was determined up until 
1945 by the interplay of the interests of two powerful, militarily and culturally expand
ing states, Germany and Russia (the USSR after 1922), while subsequently the popula
tion living in Latvia was influenced by the Cold War up until 1990, i.e. the existence of 
an Iron Curtain between the USSR and Western countries. A meeting took place in the 
borderland between several national literatures. The lengthy development path fol
lowed by the Latvian people to an agreed and consolidated written form of the lan
guage while living in a bilingual, and even trilingual environment, the late emergence 
of a national intelligentsia did not promote the early development of literature, as this 
demands certain elements of a strong sense of national identity: both a language whose 
structure reflects the national world outlook, and an appreciation of national history 
and sociocultural experience which produce an implicit or explicit sense of belonging 
to a nation, and hence determines the ideas, content, and even choice of the manner of 
expression. 

It was only during the heady twentytwo years mentioned by I. Ivasks that Latvian 
literature, for the first time in its history, was able to express itself purely and simply as 
a national literature, and also to contribute to world literature.

37 Frīde, Z. Ienest sveci istabā. Latviešu literatūras veidošanās aspekti 19. gadsimta pirmajā pusē. Rīga: LU LFMI, 
2011, 319. lpp.

38 Ivask, I. From the Baltic to Oklahoma: Literary Blessing in Disguise? Humanities Lecture at the University of 
Kansas, 20 April 1989. Available at the Astrīde Ivaska and Ivars Ivasks Collection at the Academic Library of 
the University of Latvia.
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Writers living outside of Latvia

Literature is not destined solely for the benefit of the author’s nation and to pre
serve and strengthen national identity, but also serves to showcase a particular litera
ture and culture to other peoples. The breadth and direction of attaining the latter goal 
depends on translation capacity, which, in turn, is determined by the extent to which 
the original language is known worldwide. The literature of peoples who are numer
ous is more readily translated — there are many more works available and the choice is 
more diverse. Peoples who are much smaller in number are compelled to look for op
portunities to present their culture to other peoples. This is particularly true for its 
lite rature due to the limited extent to which its national language is known. 

In 2016, the Latvian language was included in the study programmes of 27 institu
tions of higher learning in 11 countries,39 for the most part as one of the two living 
Baltic languages on offer, while there are 103 informal educational facilities, described 
as weekend schools, operating in 25 countries.40 It is not superfluous to note that in the 
mid19th century and for a long time afterwards the Latvian language was only taught 
in Latvia, and hence residence outside of their homeland by members of the Latvian 
intelligentsia and in particular by literary figures opened greater opportunities to in
troduce Latvian culture and literature to other peoples. There have been several pe
riods after the formation of Latvian national literature when large numbers of people, 
including writers and other literary figures left Latvia.

By 2003, some 1200 Latvian literary figures (writers, poets, translators, specialists 
in literature, critics, bibliographers, etc.) had stayed in 66 countries, not as visitors, but 
living, studying or working there. (Russia and the USSR are counted as two separate 
countries, and both have encompassed territories historically which today are inde
pendent states.) In turn, each of the figures among the number mentioned has for 
some time stayed in various countries, which has been largely due to world historical 
cataclysms and dynamic progress from the second half of the 19th century through the 
end of the 20th century. This number has risen substantially after 1990, but precise sta
tistics still have to be compiled. The most important source for statistics on the place of 
residence and work abroad of Latvian literary figures is the regularly updated database, 
Latviešu rakstnieku biogrāfijas (Biographies of Latvian Writers),41 maintained by the 
Institute of Literature, Folklore, and Art of the University of Latvia.42

The centrifugal and centripetal tendencies of the artistic nature of literary works 
and processes, with the territory of Latvia as the centre, are evident when the physical 
movements of writers are tracked, in the light of the events, characters and geography 
portrayed in their works. There are a number of publications in which literary contacts 
are compiled bibliographically and descriptively, occasionally offering analyses as well.

39 Latviešu valodas aģentūra. Accessible at: http://www.valoda.lv/Latviesu_valoda_arzemes/Augstskolas/
mid_507 (site last visited 13.02.2017).

40 Latvijas Republikas Ārlietu ministrija. Accessible at: http://www.mfa.gov.lv/tautiesiemarzemes/latviesu
valodasapguve (site last visited 13.02.2017).

41 Once refurbished the electronic platform will be accessible at www.eliterature.lv.
42 Latviešu rakstniecība biogrāfijās. 2., pārstr. un papildin. izdevums. Rīga: Zinātne, 2003.
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Important studies focussing on international literary contacts are those which 
consider the facts of a mutual exchange of literary values between two or more national 
literatures — in the form of translations, investigations, readings held of literary works, 
creative travel, and other forms of literary activity. A considerable number of publica
tions have dealt with these processes and one may find many facts in such publications 
about this kind of interaction, or their possible occurrence, notably about traces left by 
Latvian literature in the lives and literary works produced by foreign writers. The find
ings of several studies were published at the end of the 20th century about translations 
between two literatures and other literary processes, as well the typological similarity 
between literatures, their contacts and influence.43 

A series of monographs by Inguna DauksteSilasproģe cover extensively details of 
Latvian literary life as it transpired outside of Latvia after the Second World War;44 
they feature an extensive bibliography, chronology, and other indicators. Her short ar
ticles on this topic are also noteworthy. A collective monograph, supplemented by a 
bibliography volume, Latvians, Estonians and Lithuanians: Literary and Cultural Con-
tacts: Bibliographic Data45 provides incisive insight into literary contacts between lite
rature of the several Baltic States, as do noteworthy monographs by Benedikts Kalnačs 
about postcolonial drama in the Baltic.46 

Appreciation of life and personal character in other countries, their history, cul
ture, and traditions, is a key factor in their own creative literary efforts by writers, as 
well as in the dissemination of their culture abroad, since the culture of a small people 
can only spread among foreign peoples as a consequence of the work of its own lite rary 
figures and artists, through these individuals travelling abroad to present their creative 
works. The need for translation makes this task more difficult for literature than for 
other sectors of the creative arts. It is only by being present in person, being a part of 
the life and cultural processes of another country that the possibility arises to intro
duce the national literature of his homeland, to awaken interest in translating and 
publishing them. (There are exceptions — state organised translations, but this is a 
separate story about Latvian literature in the USSR and also in later times.) Émigrés 
are simultaneously recipients, and donors, and the longer they reside in a foreign 

43 Stepiņš, L. Latviešu un dāņu literatūras sakari. Rīga: Zinātne, 1989; Stepiņš, L. Latviešu un zviedru literārie 
sakari. Rīga: Zinātne, 1983; Gudriķe, B. Ungāru literatūra latviešu valodā. Rīga: Zinātne, 1999; Latviešu–
slāvu literatūras un mākslas sakari. Rīga: Zinātne, 1982;  Jundze, A. Somijas literatūra Latvijā 1885–2001. 
Rīga: Zinātne, 2002; etc.

44 DauksteSilasproģe, I. Latviešu literārā dzīve un latviešu literatūra bēgļu gados Vācijā 1944–1950. Rīga: Zi
nātne, 2002; DauksteSilasproģe, I. Latviešu literārā dzīve un literatūra ASV un Kanādā, 1950–1965. Rīga: 
Valters un Rapa, 2007; DauksteSilasproģe, I. Tāla zeme, tuvi ļaudis. Latviešu Austrālijā: dzīve, literārais 
process, personības. Rīga: LU LFMI, 2014. 

45 Latvieši, igauņi un lietuvieši: literārie un kultūras kontakti: bibliogrāfiskie rādītāji. (Sast. un zin. red. 
I. DauksteSilasproģe). Rīga: LU LFMI, 2008; Vācu literatūra un Latvija, 1890–1945. Rīga: Zinātne, 2005.

46 Kalnačs, B. 20th century Baltic drama: postcolonial narratives, decolonial options. Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 
2016; Kalnačs, B. Baltijas postkoloniālā drāma. Modernitāte, koloniālisms un postkoloniālisms latviešu, igauņu 
un lietuviešu dramaturģijā. Rīga: LU LFMI, 2011; Kalnačs, B. Ibsens un Latvija. Rīga: Zinātne, 2000; Ibsen 
reception in Poland and the Baltic countries. Oslo: Centre for Ibsen Studies, 2006.
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country, so much greater is the role of a donor. The contribution made by Latvians to 
the cultural life in the Soviet Union after 1922, and the contributions made by émigrés 
living in Western countries after the Second World War, are good examples. Compre
hensive studies of literary history have resulted from studies of available facts, as well 
as from analyses, carried out in many languages both in Latvia, and abroad, based on a 
methodology derived from the theory of comparative literature and engaging foreign 
scholars;47 these serve to mark the extent to which Latvian literature, including works 
by individual Latvian writers, have spread throughout the world and their mutual 
inter action. 

Various reasons have brought Latvian literary figures to depart from Latvia (un
derstanding thereby the territory of the modernday Republic of Latvia) and create 
Latvian literature beyond the state borders. These reasons include historical events, as 
well as local conditions, the desire to acquire higher education was a powerful stimu
lus at the end of the 19th century. The Riga Polytehnical Institute worked from 1862 
onwards, but a university was established in Latvia only in 1919. The ability to speak 
both German and Russian which was due to historical reasons resulted in Latvians 
leaving during the second half of the 19th century to study in two different direc
tions — to Germany and to Russia (to St Petersburg, Moscow, and Dorpat (now Tartu), 
the latter together with the territory of the modernday Republic of Estonia being part 
of the Russian Empire). 

The translator Jānis Reiters was the first academically educated Latvian who 
studied during the second half of the 17th century at Academia Dorpatensis (now 
University of Tartu) and defended there a Master’s dissertation on theology. He 
translated the Bible and other texts, taught languages in Hamburg, but failed to gain a 
post at a Lutheran parish in his homeland, as he was accused of susceptibility to 
Catholic traditions. In the end, he converted to Roman Catholicism in 1665 and left 
for Rome, where he gained recognition for his literary work and also material support, 
but did not receive papal permission to preach in Latvian. 

Many young Latvians went to study in Dorpat, St Petersburg, and Moscow. The 
literature specialist Eva EglājaKristsone has put it succinctly: “The generation of 
ideas was rife in these centres, which were important in the history of the Latvian 
intelligentsia, with the formation of peer groups and creative efforts. The intellectual 
intelligentsia, which Germans characterised as the New Latvians, documented, gen
eralised and brought to the attention of society selfrespect, knowledge of their 
rights, and a desire for freedom, and to a certain extent this was a fight for human 
rights.”48

47 300 Baltic Writers. Estonia. Latvia. Lithuania. Vilnius: Institute of Lithuanian Literature and Folklore, 
2009; Latviešu literatūras vēsture. 1.–3. sēj., Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 1998–2001; Scholz, F. Die Literaturen des 
Baltikums: ihre Entstehung und Entwicklung. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1990; Johansons, P. Lettisk 
Litteraturhistoria. Stockholms Universitet, Slaviska Institutionen. Baltiska Språk VT. Stokholm: Stockholms 
Universitet, 1973; Sproģe, L., Vāvere, V. Latviešu modernisma aizsākumi un krievu literatūras “sudraba laik-
mets”. Rīga: Zinātne, 2002; Ļaha, I. Latviešu literatūra Zviedrijā. Daugavpils: Saule, 2011. 

48 EglājaKristsone, E. Latviešu nacionālā literatūra. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 4. sēj., 281. lpp.
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Students at Dorpat University included activists of the First Latvian Awakening 
such as the previously mentioned Krišjānis Barons and Juris Alunāns, as well as the 
first compiler and publisher of folklore Fricis Brīvzemnieks and Krišjānis Valdemārs, a 
publicist, writer, and founder of the first naval school in Latvia. Rainis, the most re
nowned Latvian poet, studied in St Petersburg, Rūdolfs Blaumanis, a master playwright 
and excellent author of prose, worked there as a newspaper editor, as well as other in
dividuals. Many also worked in Moscow. History has recorded the fact that on 2 De
cember 1855, on his thirtieth birthday, Kr. Valdemārs affixed to his door in a student 
dwelling in St Petersburg, a note, “Krišjānis Valdemārs, economics student, Latvian”. 
(A similar example is that of the guitar player Andris Kārkliņš who was living abroad 
as a consequence of the Second World War when he issued in 1975 a record with the 
title, “The Flamenco Guitar of Andrés El Leton”, and the designation Andrés el Leton 
became his second name.) 

The linguist, ethnographer, and folklorist Pēteris Šmits, who studied Slavic and 
Eastern languages at universities in St Petersburg and Moscow, worked as a member of 
the Russian Foreign Service at the Russian Embassy in Beijing, was a lecturer at the 
University of Beijing, professor at the Vladivostok Far East Institute, and returned to 
Latvia after the First World War together with the Latvian Riflemen. P. Šmits has pub
lished substantial works in both English and Russian about Eastern languages, and at 
one time was the only European scholar to have visited all of the Manchu and Tungus 
tribes whose languages he studied and published his findings. Later P. Šmits turned his 
attention to the Latvian language, ethnography and folklore. His principal work was 
Latviešu pasakas un teikas (Latvian Fairy Tales and Legends) in 15 volumes, these 
being arranged following the international classification system.49

Despite the fact that many members of the emerging Latvian intelligentsia spoke 
German, and that some even wrote their first works in the German language 
(Kr. Valdemārs, R. Blaumanis, and others, while Rainis as a young man wrote letters in 
German to his sister), they rarely went to study in Germany. The poet Fricis Bārda at
tended lectures at the Philosophy Faculty of the University of Vienna, and his creative 
works were influenced by F. Nietzsche’s “Philosophy of Life”, and by the intuitionism of 
A. Bergson.

The distinguished poet and prose writer Jānis Poruks was one of the first Latvian 
intellectuals to be educated abroad. He studied the piano, the history of music at the 
Dresden Royal Conservatory, as well as selftaught philosophy. V. Vecgrāvis, who is 
the most erudite scholar specialist about the life and works of J. Poruks, has concluded 
that the creative works of J. Poruks were influenced by writers such as J. W. Goethe, 
Plato, I. Kant, Novalis, F. Nietzsche, L. Tolstoy, and other worldclass writers.50 It is sig
nificant that the first book by J. Poruks, Die Religion der Zukunft (The Religion of the 
Future), was published in German in Berlin in 1894 — the concepts of what consti
tutes mankind proposed by L. Tolstoy and F. Nietzsche were explored in this book. 

49 Latviešu pasakas un teikas. Accessible at: http://pasakas.lfk.lv/wiki/Main_Page (site last visited 13.02.2017).
50 Vecgrāvis, V. Jāņa Poruka skatījums uz pasaules literatūru — laikmeta apsteigšana un personības traģika. 

Materiāli par pasaules strāvām latviešu literatūrā. Rīga: Zinātne, 1998, 23.–29. lpp.
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Latvian emigration 
due to economic reasons 
took place at the end of the 
19th century and during 
the early 20th century. Ap
proximately 300  000  Lat
vians emigrated to various 
regions in Russia, where 
the climate was more fa
vourable for farming, and 
where there was a possibil
ity of owning land, since in 
the homeland it could be 
bought or used in lease
hold at exorbitantly high 
cost. The principal desti
nations were distant re
gions of Russia, in Siberia 
or in Southern Russia, i.e. 
modern Ukraine. Several 
Latvian villages still exist today in Siberia.51 In 1893, the writer, 
publisher, and patron of literature, E. BirznieksUpītis, together 
with the family for which he was the tutor, moved to the Cau
casus, where he worked as a schoolteacher in Dagestan, and, 
later was a school principal and clerk in an oil refinery in 
Balakhan; in 1908, he founded a publishing house, “Dzirciem
nieki”, which printed Latvian and other literature. He often used 
money that he otherwise earned to support writers, since the 
publishing house worked at a loss. Brief descriptions of the Cau
casus were among the more interesting aspects of his own crea
tive writing.

In 1889–1891, the Latvian demographer and economist 
Kārlis Balodis attempted to establish a Latvian colony in Brazil, 
with the aim of creating there a social fair Latvian state, but this 
project failed. At the end of the 19th century, several Baptist mi n
isters, who also were active in the field of literature (they pro
duced mostly religious texts), moved to North America. A suc
cessful Latvian colony was founded acting on an invitation of 
the government of Brazil with a colony established at Nova 

51 Лоткин, И. Современные этнические процессы у латышей и эстонцев в сельских районах Западной 
Сибири. Moсква, 1996; Latviešu folkloras krātuve. Accessible at: http://www.lfk.lv/Ekspedicijalatviesu
ciemosSibirija (site last visited 13.02.2017); Latvieši pasaulē. Accessible at: http://citasibirija.lapamuzejs.lv/
izstade.html (site last visited 13.02.2017); Reinsone, S. Latgalian Emigrants in Siberia: Contradicting Images. 
Folklore (Electronic Journal of Folklore), Tartu, Vol. 58, 2014, pp. 38–62.

Fig. 4. Portrait and autograph of 
Jānis Poruks (RTMM 92826) 

Fig. 5. The first book by Jānis Poruks, 
Die Religion der Zukunft (1894)

Fig. 6. Ernests BirznieksUpītis 
with his wife Emma and daughter 
Nina, in the Caucasus, 1917 
(RTMM 188303)  
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Odessa in the state of Sao Paulo in southern Brazil. The first 40 
Latvian peasant families arrived there in 1906, but the majority 
of those who eventually settled there arrived after the First 
World War.52 

During the early 20th century, in particular during the rev
olution of 1905–1907, and afterwards, many members of the 
creative intelligentsia left their homeland. Many eminent Lat
vian writers, who had been involved in revolutionary activities, 
departed to foreign countries from Latvia and from their 
places of internal exile, or sought refuge in the major cities of 
Russia during the two major waves of departures and return 
(1905–1908): Jānis Akuraters (Finland, Sweden, Norway), 
 Antons Austriņš (Finland, St Petersburg, Moscow, Novgorod), 
Linards Laicens (Pskov Governorate, Finland), K. Skalbe (Fin
land, Switzerland, Norway), Ā. Erss (St Petersburg, Moscow), 
J.  BērziņšZiemelis (Germany, Switzerland, France, Belgium, 
England, the USA), and others. The list of places where refuge 
was sought is long. 

The most notable and famous exiles due to the events of 
1905 were the married couple of poets Rainis and Aspazija, 
who departed for Switzerland at the end of 1905: initially they 

lived in Zurich, but in March 1906 they settled in the village of Castagnola (today part 
of the city of Lugano) on the shore of Lake Lugano.

Both returned to Latvia only in 1920, and they were met and greeted on their re
turn by thousands of people: Rainis — the most philosophical of Latvian poets, a play
wright, translator, publicist, thinker, and political dreamer, through and through a 
member of world culture,53 Aspazija — a poetess of tempestuous emotions and also a 
playwright.54 Rainis and Aspazija were Latvian authors who were renowned in the 
world before the Republic of Latvia was founded in 1918. Their residence in Castag
nola was wellknown in Switzerland during their lifetime, and not simply because 
more than forty countrymen visited the then small hamlet of Castagnola.55 In 1972, 
the Commune of Castagnola (Lugano) set up a monument to the great Latvian writers 
Rainis and Aspazija; made of granite it bears a bronze plaque with the following in

52 Krasnais, V. Latviešu kolonijas. 2. izd. Melburna: Kārļa Zariņa fonds, 1980. 
53 Hausmanis, V. Rainis und die französische literatur. Journal of Baltic Studies. Vol. 16, No. 2, 1985, pp. 111–

117.
54 Stahnke, A. Aspazija. Her Life and her Drama. Lanham, New York, London: University Press of America, 

1984; Stahnke, A. Aspazija. Her Lyrical Prose. Jurmala: Art and Cultur Society, 2015. 
55 Rainis, J. Kastaņola. Pa atmiņu pēdām otrā dzimtenē. Rīga: Atēna, 2011; Rainis, J. Castagnola. Translated 

into English by I. Lešinska, V. Matiss. Switzerland: Città di Lugano, 2015; Albisetti, M., Gili, A. Rainis un 
Aspazija: da Castagnola per la libertà = No Kastaņolas uz brīvību = From Castagnola towards liberty. Lugano: 
Edizioni Città di Lugano; Archivo storico, 2006; Robežas [Rainis un Aspazija starp Latviju un Šveici] = Bor-
ders [ Rainis and Aspazija between Latvia and Switzerland]. P. Bankovskis, V. Matīsa, B. Rubesa, N. Ikstena. 
Rīga: Neputns, 2006; Grīnuma, G., Matiss, V. Rainis J. Castagnola. In the Footsteps of Memories in the Second 
Homeland. Lugano: Edizioni Città di Lugano; Archivio storico, 2015. 

Fig. 7. Rainis and Aspazija in 
Castagnola. Museum of Rainis and 
Aspazija (RTMM 20146/15)
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scription (original in Italian, translation into 
English): “This was the place of a house in 
which there lived Rainis and Aspazija, who 
came here from far distant Latvia, remaining 
faithful to their homeland and to poetry, seek
ing peace and freedom / The Commune of 
Castagnola dedicates this piece of land to their 
memory.”56

Bronze decorative elements are part of the 
monument: a double portrait of the poets in 
bas relief, the state coat of arms of Latvia, a 
stylised symbol of the play Zelta zirgs (Golden 
Horse) by Rainis and a plaque with the follow
ing text (in Latvian only): “Dižajiem dzejniek-
iem un Latvijas brīvības cīnītājiem latvieši sve-
šumā” (In Honour of the Distinguished Poets 
and Freedom Fighters, from Latvians Abroad). An exposition dedicated to Rainis and 
Aspazija is on display at the city museum.57 This comprises a collection of first publica
tions of works by both poets, a 17volume publication of the collected works of Rainis, 
published in exile, and illustrations from these volumes, translations of plays by Rainis, 
portraits of both poets, and various commemorative medals. 

A stream of refugees left Latvia during the First World War heading to distant re
gions of Russia. During the period until the 1917 February Revolution in Russia, a 
total of half a million refugees were registered as leaving Latvia heading to various 
governorates of Russia.58 These individuals went in various directions — to St Peters
burg and Moscow, both destinations wellknown to many, to the Far East, to the Cau
casus and to Southern Russia (Ukraine); workers followed their factories that were 
evacuated from the territory of Latvia to areas closer to Moscow; those who had been 
mobilised into the army went to front lines. Writers also left Latvia including Jānis 
Jaunsudrabiņš and Jānis Vainovskis who went to the Caucasus where Ernests Birz
nieksUpītis was known to live. The writer and historian Arveds Švābe worked in the 
Far East as a postal clerk, while a number of literary figures (Aleksandrs Grīns, Kārlis 
Štrāls, Jānis Sudrabkalns, Kārlis Zariņš, and others) found themselves at the front or 
worked in military offices. 

The traumatic experiences of the war were reflected in the works by Latvian au
thors in ways similar to those found in other literary works in Europe — the authors 
were a kind of “lost or alienated generation”, which had lost faith that common sense 

56 Actual text, “Qui sorgeva la casa ove vissero fedeli alla patria ed alla poesis Rainis e Aspazija, venuti dalla 
lontana Lettonia a cercare pace e libertà / Il Comune di Castagnola dedica Questo lembo di terra alla loro 
memoria.”

57 City of Lugano museum. Accessible at: www.archiviostoricolugano.ch/MuseoRainisAspazija.html (site 
last visited 13.02.2017); Raiņa un Aspazijas muzejs Lugāno. Accessible at: www. arlugano.lv (site last visited 
13.02.2017).

58 Spreslis, A. Latviešu sarkangvardi cīņā par padomju varu 1917.–1918. gadā. Rīga: Zinātne, 1987, 29. lpp.

Fig. 8. Monument commemorating Rainis and 
Aspazija, (CastagnolaCassarte) Lugano, Switzerland, 
2013. Photograph by Edgars Dubiņš
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and goodness prevail in the real world. The Russian Empire had disintegrated, and 
Latvians, like Lithuanians and Estonians, founded their own state in 1918. After vari
ous changes of ruling authorities during 1918–1919,59 a period set in when two parallel 
Latvian literatures were in existence — one in Latvia and another in the Soviet Russia 
(since 30 December 1922 — the USSR), a situation which endured until 1940 when 
the USSR occupied Latvia and formally only a single Latvian literature existed. 

Refugees and soldiers returned to the newly established Republic of Latvia. For a 
variety of reasons many individuals however remained to live “in Red Russia”, or the 
Soviet Russia — approximately 150 000 Latvians (elsewhere a figure of 200 000 is men
tioned60). The years 1937–1938 saw a tragic episode in the history of the Latvian people 
when the USSR People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (the NKVD) carried out the 
socalled “Latvian operation”, which was only one of many “national operations” dur
ing the period of the Great Terror in the USSR. The official pretext for this operation 
was the goal of “liquidating activities of the secret agencies of Latvia and shutting down 
antiSoviet Latvian nationalist activities on the territory of the USSR”; nevertheless, the 
basis for all of the socalled national operations was Stalin’s thesis that the USSR was a 
fortress surrounded by capitalist states. The view was that the neighbouring states of 
the USSR a priori were “in an undeclared state of war” with the Soviet Union, while 
nationals of these states had settled in the USSR as a “fifth column”, which could be 
called upon to engage in espionage, subversion, sabotage, and terrorism. By the end of 
1938, the Latvian operation resulted in the conviction of 22 360 individuals, of them 
more than 16 000 were shot. Practically all Latvian writers who had remained in the 
Soviet Russia after the Latvian state was founded were exterminated, among them 
 Linards Laicens, one of the most talented writers of the middle generation of his times, 
who had emigrated from Latvia to the Soviet Union.61 The history of this episode in 
Latvian literature still awaits better study, although their works have survived — more 
than 200 books in the Latvian language by Latvian authors appeared in Soviet Russia.62

There were no instances of mass emigration from Latvia during the period of 
Latvian independence between the two world wars. The only substantial movement of 
people out of Latvia occurred in 1922–1923 when approximately 2500 Latvians, mostly 
Baptists left for Brazil. The reason for their leaving was rather untraditional — neither 
political, nor economic, since at that time land was available in Latvia. “The emigra
tion movement”, as it was described by these emigrants themselves, was based on an 
interpretation of the Book of Revelations of the Apostle John, which was propagated 
by a group of particularly enlightened individuals, Atmodnieki (Awakeners). The end 

59 Šiliņš, J. Padomju Latvija 1918–1919. Rīga: Vēstures izpētes un popularizēšanas biedrība, 2013. 
60 Ķēniņš, I. Aizgāja latvietis pasaulē tālu... Latviešu grāmata ārzemēs (1920–1940). Rīga: Latvijas Akadēmiskā 

bibliotēka, 1998, 5. lpp.
61 Jākobsons, E. “Latviešu operācija” — genocīds pret latviešiem PSRS. Accessible at: http://www.

laikmetazimes.lv/2013/07/22/latviesuoperacijagenocidspretlatviesiempsrs/ (site last visited 13.02.2017); 
“Большой террор”: 1937–1938. Краткая хроника. Сост. Н. Г. Охотин, А. Б. Рогинский. Accessible at: 
http://memo.ru/history/y1937/hronika1936_1939/xronika.html (site last visited 13.02.2017).

62 Latviešu grāmata ārzemēs (1920–1940), 146.–196. lpp.; Literārā dzīve. Latviešu padomju literārās dzīves hro-
nika 1917.–1965. Rīga: Zinātne, 1967. 



499

of the world was prophesied allowing that God would save chosen people. However, 
the vision of the end of the world and life thereafter, soon came to include features not 
found in the Bible, but which were related to the political reality and geographic logic 
of the world at that time. Creatures and beasts rising from the East, so common in the 
prophecies of the Atmodnieki, eventually developed into the standardized Sarkanais 
pūķis, or Red Dragon, which was seen spreading the final plague of fire and disaster 
over all of decadent Europe. In the public consciousness, the figure represented the 
Soviet Communists. As Latvia’s immediate neighbours to the East, they were notorious 
for their ruthless policies and atheist doctrine (godlessness). Communism was still 
fresh in the minds of many Latvians who had personally experienced the Red Army’s 
temporary occupation just a couple of years ago [in 1919 — A.R.]. Furthermore, “boats 
heading into the ocean,” another common image in many prophecies, indicated to the 
Atmodnieki that the Holy Spirit was preparing the “awakened” congregations for some 
kind of escape.63

Many Baptist parishioners decided to look for another place to live, and the Lat
vian Baptist colonies Vārpa and Palma, located in the Sao Paulo district of Southern 
Brazil, were identified as suitable destinations. The first groups of colonists reached the 
Rio de Peixe (River of Fish) on 1 November 1922. There was a limited presence of in
tellectuals among the three waves of departure by Latvians for Brazil, whereupon 
 Latvian literature did not gain any significant stimulus from this process, despite a 
journal Grauds (Grain) being published in Nova Odessa, young people at the colony 
Vārpa founding a literary group, Stars (Ray), a newspaper Jaunais Līdumnieks (The 
New Woods Clearer) published at the colony Palma; additionally several collections of 
poems were published and books for children, as well as original works and compila
tion of translated stories.64

In 1938, there were 600–700 Latvian residents in Nova Odessa of which circa 400 
were Baptists, and 200, Lutherans. At that time, Nova Odesssa had the third largest 
Latvian community in Brazil. There were around 800 Latvians living in the colony 
Vārpa which was founded in 1922, while between 700 and 800 individuals lived in the 
city of Sao Paulo. Even today there are two Baptist parishes of the Latvian Association 
in Brazil (Associação Batista Leta do Brasil) to be found in Nova Odessa as well as the 
residence of the honorary consul of Latvia. The largest Latvian community in South 
America today is found in Brazil with approximately 20 000 members. 

Latvian life in Brazil has been portrayed in Latvian literature in the autobiographi
cal novel Dzīve palmu zemē (Life in the Land of Palms, 2000) by Andrejs Arājs, a Bap
tist minister, and in the novel written by Jūlijs Lācis, Mūža meža maldi (The Great Vir
gin Forest Delusion, 1936), which was based on letters sent by colonists to a newspaper 
published in Latvia, Jaunākās Ziņas (The Most Recent News).

63 Karklis, A. A Millenarian Migration: Vārpa. Lituanus. Vol. 33, No. 3, 1987, p. 16. Accessible at: http://www.
lituanus.org/1987/87_3_02.htm (site last visited 13.02.2017).

64 Grauds. Nr. 1, 1919, (12. sept.  – Nr. 24, 1920, 31. dec., Nova Odesa; Jaunais Līdumnieks. Nr. 1, 1926, okt. – 
Nr. 8, 1939, aug., Sanpaulu; Sārtie logi: Juhrmalneeka dzejas. [Sanpaulu]: Brazīlijas Latviešu Jaunatnes 
Vienība, 1931; Kalnu Jēkabs. Kad sirds meklē sirdi: dzeja. Palma, 1933. See also: Latviešu grāmata ārzemēs 
(1920–1940). Rīga: Latvijas Akadēmiskā bibliotēka, 1998, 251.–257. lpp.
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During the 1930s, a few Latvians took part in the Spanish Civil War, whereupon 
this topic featured in Latvian literature. The works by Žanis Grīva portray the sumptu
ous colours of Spain. He arrived in Spain in 1937 and served in the artillery unit of the 
International Brigade which fought on the Republican side; he took part in battles near 
Madrid, and subsequently on the southern front. He described Spain in two books, 
Viņpus Pirenejiem (On the Other Side of the Pyrenees) (1948), and Stāsti par Spāniju 
(Short Stories about Spain) (1956), the play, Noziegums Granādā (A Crime in Gre
nada) (1964) about the Spanish poet F. Garcia Lorca, and in other works. Emīls 
Ķempe, the brother of Mirdza Ķempe, also fought in Spain in 1938 as a platoon com
mander in the Dimitrov Battalion of the International Brigade; he fell in battle in the 
village of Onda, in Valencia. 

The Second World War meant loss of independence for Latvia — in June 1940, the 
country was occupied by the Soviet Army. Latvians designate the Soviet occupation of 
1940 and the succeeding repressions until occupation by Germany as the “Year of Ter
ror”. Very quickly the ability of Latvian literature to address its readers was circum
scribed. Romualdas J. Misiūnas and Rein Taagepera have provided many detailed 
characterisations of this period in their book The Baltic States,65 basing these, in part, 
on the work of Rolfs Ekmanis:66 “An official List of Banned Books and Brochures was is
sued in Latvia in November 194067. Additional lists in February and March 1941 
brought the total number of proscribed titles to 4000: books on history, politics, phi
losophy, sociology, and any fiction by “nationalist authors”. The pattern was similar in 
Estonia and Lithuania. All such books were to be removed from all bookstores and 
 libraries. In many places throughout the three countries, the proscribed books were 
burned. Most writers, including many a leftist, were classified as “reactionary”, and 
their work was banned. Among major writers, Latvia’s Vilis Veldre, who had sung 
about chains, equality, and fraternity, committed suicide; Aleksandrs Grīns was shot; 
Atis Ķeniņš and Līgotņu Jēkabs were deported, and Jēkabs soon perished.”68

Mass deportations from the Baltic States, organised by the Soviet occupation 
autho rities, took place in June 1941, as well as from Byelorussia, Ukraine and Moldova, 
with inhabitants sent to concentration camps of the USSR Ministry of the Interior, or 
permanently resettled in distant regions of the USSR. During 1941, more than 15 000 
persons were deported from Latvia. The actual numbers were higher. More than one
third of these individuals died. The poets Leonīds Breikšs and Alfons Francis, the writ
ers Jūlijs Lācis, Roberts Kroders, Rihards Valdess, and others, were among the cultural 
figures who perished.

Occupation by Nazi Germany displaced Soviet occupation in July 1941, but in 
1944 the Soviet Army neared Latvia again. Approximately 200 000 Latvians became 
refugees during the autumn of 1944 and moved westwards to Germany and Sweden. 
Initially they lived in refugee camps run by a United Nations refugee organisation, 

65 Misiunas, R., Taagepera, R. The Baltic States. Years of Dependence, 1940–1980, p. 36.
66 Ekmanis, R. Latvian Literature under the Soviets, 1940–1975. Belmont, Mass: Nordland Publishing Com

pany, 1978, pp. 45–49. 
67 Aizliegto grāmatu un brošūru saraksts. 1–3. Rīga, 1940–1941.
68 Līgotņu Jēkabs perished shortly after he was deported.
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while later, beginning with 1947 they dispersed to various countries.69 Large Latvian 
émigré groups left for the USA (90 000), Canada (20 000), Australia (20 000), while 
lesser numbers remained in European countries or migrated to South America. Ap
proximately 10 000 persons remained in Germany, and 5000 in Sweden. There were 
many members of the intelligentsia, of the creative professions, also writers, among 
these refugees.

The second Soviet occupation brought death to the writers Vilis Cedriņš, Viktors 
Eglītis, Ādolfs Erss, and Kārlis Jēkabsons, while many others were caught up in the de
portations of 1949. From 1945 to 1990, Latvian literature again was split into two 
camps: one in Latvia, the other outside of Latvia, with the exception that unlike before, 
when between 1929 and 1940 this part was located in the east, after 1945 the external 
part was in the West, principally in Sweden, England, West Germany, Canada, the 
USA, and Australia. Literary development was interrupted again: only two Latvian 
writers were listed in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1955–1964) — Kārlis Skalbe and 
Rainis. Nevertheless, Latvian writers were very active living in exile.70 An association 
formed to promote Baltic Studies, the Association for the Advancement of Baltic Stud
ies (AABS), organised regular conferences and provided a forum for academically edu
cated Balts. Publication of the Journal of Baltic Studies was ensured. These activities, in 
parallel with participation in PEN in Exile and in other professional organisations 
provided for adequate visibility of the Baltic region, including that of Latvian litera
ture. Conferences held by the AABS still retain importance and are visible in the aca
demic environment of foreign countries, inasmuch as it is focussed on all aspects of 
Baltic issues in all possible contexts. 

Latvian literature in Latvia was able to take a deep breath after the death of the 
 Soviet leader Stalin (1953) and Nikita Khrushchev coming to power (1956), and the 
socalled “Thaw” setting in, during which, as the literature scholar Ieva Kalniņa puts it, 
totalitarian power grew weaker and liberalisation tendencies appeared, progressively 
mitigating the didactic role imposed on literature and evaluation of creative works by 
their ideological function.71 

Latvian literature was able to become whole again after the renewal of Latvian 
 independence in 1990: writers living in exile and their works could be freely repatri
ated.72 It is only after 1990 that Latvian literature exists and is able to develop under 
conditions where it is not constrained by political, social or national considerations, 
free of barriers and “iron curtains”, and it does not have to be on the defensive against 
the expansion of other nations nor suffer either scorn or malevolence and Latvian 

69 DauksteSilasproģe, I. Latviešu literārā dzīve un latviešu literatūra bēgļu gados Vācijā 1944–1950. Rīga: Zi
nātne, 2002; DauksteSilasproģe, I. Latviešu literārā dzīve un literatūra ASV un Kanādā, 1950–1965. Rīga: 
Valters un Rapa, 2007; DauksteSilasproģe, I. Tāla zeme, tuvi ļaudis. Latvieši Austrālijā: dzīve, literārais pro-
cess, personības. Rīga: LU LFMI, 2014. 

70 Rubulis, A. Baltic Literature: a survey of Finnish, Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian literatures. Notre Dame 
(Indiana); London: University of Notre Dame Press, 1970. 

71 Kalniņa, I. Jauni pavērsieni latviešu literatūrā Latvijā 20. gadsimtā. Latvieši un Latvija: akadēmiskie raksti. 
4. sēj., 322. lpp.; Back to Baltic Memory: lost and found in literature 1940–1968. Riga: LU LFMI, 2008. 

72 Zaļkalns, L. Back to the Motherland: repatriation and Latvian émigrés. Stockholm: Stockholm University, 
2014. 
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 literature is neither divided nor finds itself on opposing sides of a frontier. Writers 
from Latvia were free to travel, take part in international literary projects, festivals of 
poetry, creative workshops and readings. The range of foreign countries visited by 
Latvian writers has become allencompassing. With this freedom of movement and 
the possibilities offered by modern means of communications literature is able to 
propagate in various ways, quickly and widely.

Dissemination of Latvian literature, its impact, and appreciation

Insight into how the Latvian people have moved globally provides one possibility 
to understand where, when, and in what way Latvians as a people have been present, 
how their efforts to produce something enduring have been noticed and appreciated. 
The ability of the Latvian people to endure living in a physical and spiritual borderland 
and isolation, without losing a sense of community with a part of itself torn off or seg
regated has undoubtedly influenced the content and ideas of Latvian literature, as well 
as its artistic form.73 

Information extracted from the biographical database, Latviešu rakstnieku 
biogrāfijas (Biographies of Latvian Writers)74 allows quantifying the dispersal of 
Latvian literary figures among foreign countries. For the period to 2003 the following 
impressive statistics has been obtained:

Russia and USSR (until 1940) — 765, Germany — 538, USA — 289, Estonia — 
173, Sweden — 99, Australia — 75, France — 65, Lithuania — 65, USSR (beyond the 
territory of the Latvian SSR, 1940–1990) — 64, Canada —59, Great Britain — 57, 
Ukraine — 46, Switzerland — 40, Poland — 38, Austria — 32, Italy — 32, Finland — 
30, Belgium — 27, Belarus — 25, Kazakhstan — 18, Denmark — 17, Azerbaijan — 12, 
Georgia — 12, Spain — 12, Czechoslovakia — 10, the Netherlands — 9, Argentina — 
6, New Zealand — 5, Norway — 5, Turkmenistan — 5, Uzbekistan — 5, Brazil — 4, 
China — 4, Portugal — 3, Hungary — 3, and in further 27 countries, with less than 
three Latvian literary figures. 

These numbers are to be kept in mind when analysing the global outreach of Lat
vian literature. Based on a survey of the holdings of the largest libraries in the world 
(catalogue searches) we must conclude that the largest number of books in Latvian are 
found in repositories in Russia75 — 7994 titles, which follows logically from the long 
relationship between Latvian and Russian literature and the Soviet policies on library 
acquisitions which ensured that all books published on the territory of the Soviet 
Union were deposited at central reference libraries. Historical links also explain large 
collections held at libraries in Germany76 and at other libraries in Germanspeaking 

73 EglājaKristsone, E. Dzelzsgriezēji. Latvijas un Rietumu trimdas rakstnieku kontakti. Rīga: LU LFMI, 2013. 
74 Latviešu rakstnieku biogrāfijas. Accessible at: www.eliterature.lv (site last visited 28.02.2017).
75 The Russian State Library.  Accessible at: http://www.rsl.ru/ru/s97/s339/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
76 Katalog der Deutschen Nationalbibliothek. Accessible at: https://portal.dnb.de/opac.htm;jsessionid=55B7D4

016EC7A750D82FC932A2E91694.prodworker1?view=redirect%3A%2Fopac.htm&dodServiceUrl=https%
3A%2F%2Fportal.dnb.de%2Fdod (site last visited 13.02.2017).
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European countries; these results also lead to a finding — 
the role played by publishing houses in the dissemination of 
national literature, in that libraries in Germany, Austria, and 
Switzerland feature publications originating from the Ansis 
Gulbis Publishing House, works by Latvian authors (Rainis, 
R. Blaumanis, J. Poruks, etc.) in German translation. 

The New York Public Library has an extensive collection 
of Latvian books, where Jānis Krēsliņš (sen.) was for many 
years responsible for adding to the Latvian book collection. 
There are 375 book titles listed in the USA Library of Con
gress77 catalogue under the heading “Latvian literature”, but 
the total number of books is considerably greater. For exam
ple, 64 copies of several books by Vilis Lācis, translated into 
various languages are included in this number.

Carrying out a search with key word “Latvian literature” 
returns a list of 295 publications held by the British Library78, 
the oldest of these is a book by Pēteris Ķiķauka, which is the 
authorised translation into Esperanto of a short story by 
J.  Poruks, “La vakcinuja krono” (Novelo/ kun permeso de 
l’aŭtoro el latva lingvo tradukis P. Kikau. Paris: Presa Esperan-
tista Societo, 1909), i.e. the first work of Latvian literature 
translated into this language. Extensive collections of Latvian books are kept by libr
aries in Australia.79

A number of results are common when querying library catalogues (it must be 
kept in mind that the number of books held changes constantly so that any figure re
fers to a specific period). The number of books which reach any particular country is 
related to activities of various institutions (publishing house associations, writers’ as
sociations, academic and educational institutions, etc.). One example is work by the 
Latvian branch of the International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY/Latvia), 
which includes visits to various events organised in foreign countries. This possibly 
might explain the large number of Latvian books for children held by the National 
Diet Library of Japan.80 On the other hand, the relatively large number of books by 
Imants Ziedonis accessible in this country might also be related to visits made by the 
choir Ave Sol to Japan, given that the author accompanied the choir during their 
 visits.

Imants Ziedonis (together with Ojārs Vācietis) was the most charismatic Latvian 
poet in Latvia after the Second World War. His poetry, snippets of philosophical in
sight (these given the genre name epifānijas (epiphanies)), publicist articles, descrip
tion of his travels in Latvia and abroad, were able to fuse philosophy, insight, and daily 

77 USA Library of Congress. Accessible at: https://catalog.loc.gov/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
78 British Library. Accessible at: http://www.bl.uk/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
79 AustLit. Accessible at: www.austlit.edu.au (site last visited 13.02.2017).
80 National Diet Library. Accessible at: https://ndlopac.ndl.go.jp (site last visited 13.02.2017).

Fig. 9. The short stories by J. Poruks in 
German, published by A. Gulbis (1922)
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experience into a deeper understanding of the human con
dition and that of the nation. His work, Krāsainas pasakas 
(Colour Fairy Tales) has been translated into many lan
guages, and the Russian translation of this work gained 
wider international recognition: I. Ziedonis was the first 
Latvian author to be honoured by the International Board 
on Books for Young People with a Certificate of Honour 
accorded in 1976 by the jury of the Hans Christian 
 Andersen Prize.

Soviet period publications by Latvian authors may be 
found in regions quite distant from Latvia, for example, 
books by Rainis, Imants Ziedonis, and Monika Zīle, in
cluding some in Russian translation, are held at the Na
tional Library of Spain.81 The same is true for the National 
Library of India82, also the major libraries in European 
countries, as well as in the USA and in Canada. A similar 
picture emerges from inspection of the catalogue of the 
National Library of Portugal:83 it shows a copy of books 
published in Moscow, i.e. the novel Zvejnieka dēls (Son of a 
Fisherman), by V. Lācis (in Spanish translation as, El hijo 
del pescador, 1978), and a selection by R. Blaumanis, Nāves 

ēnā (In the Shadow of Death, translated into Portuguese as, A sombra da morte, 2004). 
There is a further nuance evident in the holdings of the National Library of Portu
gal — two publications related to Latvian literature whose author or editor was Ivars 
Ivasks, for the good reason of him being personally wellknown in Spain and in Portu
gal for his literary activities. (Similarly — the considerable personal popularity of 
Zenta Mauriņa is responsible for a large selection of her works in the German lan
guage found at libraries in Germanspeaking countries.) After the Second World War, 
a large number of books flowed into the socalled Eastern Bloc of countries under So
viet influence; published in Russian as well as translation of Soviet literature into the 
national languages of the USSR satellite countries, these included repeated editions of 
works by Vilis Lācis (in particular the novel Zvejnieka dēls), works by Anna Sakse, An
drejs Upīts, and Imants Ziedonis (in particular, Krāsainas pasakas, Kurzemīte, Epifāni-
jas), as well as works by Rainis. 

The example of how the works by Rainis fared best illustrates cultural policies im
plemented by the Soviet authorities, inasmuch as Rainis was an author from the pre 
Soviet era whose literary works could not be ignored, but it was expedient to politicise 
these by publishing those works which did not express his national engagement. On 
the other hand, considerable attention was showered on Rainis, in addition to assert

81 Biblioteca Nacional de España. Accessible at: http://www.bne.es/es/Catalogos/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
82 National Library of India. Accessible at: http://www.nationallibrary.gov.in/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
83 Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal: Accessible at:  http://catalogo.bnportugal.pt/#focus (site last visited 

13.02.2017).

Fig. 10. Imants Ziedonis in the 
Tadjik SSR, 1971. Photograph by 
Gunārs Janaitis
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ing  that he was a writer of the proletariat — his 
work was published in Moscow and elsewhere in 
the USSR, translated into approximately 40 lan
guages, and they are to be found in many libraries 
around the world where they were evidently sent 
along with other Soviet literature. A special occa
sion was the centenary of the birth of Rainis 
which was commemorated with considerable 
pomp in 1965 in all Soviet republics: instructions 
were sent out well in advance — in order to pub
lish translations of poems by Rainis, to organise 
scientific conferences and public readings. Latvia 
was given gifts on the occasion of this anniversary 
of Rainis. Some gifts were particularly rich and 
showed unique national characteristics, for exam
ple, the writers of Turkmenistan arranged for a 
national carpet to be woven for the occasion, the 
Lithuanians presented a traditional sash with a 
drawingpin made of amber, from Azerbaijan a 
book about traditional carpets and artists, in 
 Uzbekistan a street was named after Rainis in its 
capital city Tashkent, while the writers of Mos cow 
presented a bust of Alexander Pushkin, and 
the  writers of Russia offered a sculpture of 

Fig. 11. Works by Imants Ziedonis published in Swedish, Rumanian and Russian translation

Fig. 12. The Certificate of Honour accorded by 
the IBBY Jury of the H. Ch. Andersen Prize to 
Imants Ziedonis, for his book, Krāsainas pasakas 
(Colour Fairy Tales) in Russian translation (RTMM, 
I. Ziedonis Collection) 
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Maxim Gorky. Yet another monument which was set up in a park 
in Ķemeri (a seaside resort close to Riga) during the Soviet  period 
was a literary curiosity: it comprised Rainis and the Russian revo
lutionary writer Gorky, standing side by side, wearing long coats 
on their shoulders. The monument was intended to symbolise 
friendship of the Latvian and Russian peoples, although the two 
fellow writers had never met. Latvian historians of literature (e.g., 
Viktors Hausmanis) wrote about the image not conforming to re
ality, but these protests were ignored.

After the restoration of independence in 1990, several insti
tutions took on the responsibility for translations of Latvian liter
ature and their distribution outside of Latvia. The Ministry for 
Culture of Latvia has a targeted programme — support for trans
lation of Latvian literature, and the Latvian Literature Centre 
played an important part in organising the process, establishing 
contacts with literary organisations in other countries, with 
translators, and with publishers. Presently the functions of coor
dinating translation of works of Latvian literature, cooperation 
with foreign publishers and translators, announcing tenders for 
mobility projects, are performed by the Latvian Writers’ Union 
with the State Culture Capital Foundation acting as financial in
termediary. The Ventspils International Writers’ and Translators’ 
House is an active participant in these processes and the Latvian 

Publishers’ Association together with other organisations help books published by Lat
vian publishing houses to be shown at annual book fairs in Frankfurt, London, Bolo
gna, Gothenburg, and elsewhere. The three Baltic States will be at the centre of atten
tion at the London Book Fair in 2018.

Personal contacts of the author, personal initiatives, as well as national policy play 
an important role in the creation of a translated work, for example, Aspazija translated 
the play Jāzeps un viņa brāļi (Joseph and his Brothers) (Joseph und seine Brüder, 1921) 
written by her husband Rainis. 

Latvians living in exile occasionally translated one another’s works into foreign 
languages (Astrīde Ivaska and Velta Sniķere, into English, Juris Kronbergs, into Swed
ish, Margita Gūtmane, into German, etc.). Margita Gailīte regularly translates new 
works of Latvian literature and also promotes publication of translated works abroad. 
Writers who lived abroad played the role of being “cultural envoys” (a comment due to 
the poet, translator, and diplomat, Guntars Godiņš) — thereby helping Latvian litera
ture to reach a foreign readership. A new generation who were born outside of Latvia 
took part in this work, for example, the young translator Kaija Straumanis achieved a 
credible result with her translation into English of the novel Paisums (High Tide) 
(2008) by Inga Ābele. This novel was also published in Swedish (translated by J. Kro
nbergs) with the title, Högvatten (2009). The reader is brought into a superficially very 
simple and readily comprehensible world by I. Ābele’s prose, one whose deeper reality 
only becomes apparent from the portrayed interconnections. 

Fig. 13. The writer Vilis Lācis 
by fishing nets in the village 
of Rīnūži after completing his 
novel, Zvejnieka dēls (Son of a 
 Fisherman). 1933 (RTMM 5208) 
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Several works by Vizma 
Belševica, translated by Juris 
Kronbergs and upon his re c
ommendation, have been pub
lished in Sweden, and we may 
now consider that the works of 
this poetess which have been so 
relevant to the Latvian people as 
a symbol of national self 
awareness during the Soviet pe
riod, have also become an es
sential part of Swedish literature 
and culture; in all the writer’s 
works have been translated into 
more than 40 languages. V. Bel
ševica was nominated for the 
Nobel Prize in literature (just as 
Edvarts Virza was nominated in 
the 1930s). 

The poet and translator 
into verse of poetry, Knuts Skujenieks, has seen his works translated into the greatest 
number of languages; these works combine the harsh experience gained through being 
condemned to exile under the Soviet regime, with intimately lyrical philosophical re
flection. In the process of completing the bibliography of his works, underway at the 

Fig. 14. A selection of works by Vilis Lācis in Czech, Chinese, and Russian translation

Fig. 15. The play by Rainis, Joseph 
und seine Brüder (translated by 
Aspazija, 1921) 

Fig. 16. Inga Ābele High Tide 
(2013)
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National Library of Latvia,84 some 
1832 poems have been identified 
as attributable to K. Skujenieks, 
which have been published nearly 
8250 times. More than onethird 
of these poems, over 670 works — 
have been translated into verse 
form, some poems translated into 
70–80 languages.

The poet and translator Mat
thias Knoll has invested consider
able effort so that Latvian literature 
come to the attention of a German 
language leadership,85 as well as to 
help with the publication in Ger
many of works by Latvian authors. 
One of his translations is a novel 
highly relevant to contemporary 
literature by the writer, publicist, 
and art historian, Gundega Repše, 

Unsichtbare schatten (Invisible Shadows). 
One can readily add further names to this list 
of active translators and popularisers of 
 Latvian literature.

Published works by Latvian authors and 
reflections about Latvian literature in the Lat
vian language and in other languages, are 
found in foreign libraries, which is evident 
from the information obtained by perusing 
library catalogues, so that they provide an 
adequate basis to get acquainted with Latvian 
literature; however, there is no indication of 
how much this possibility is taken up. 

The Latvian culture canon,86 in the same 
way as has been done in other European 
countries, has been constituted to be a treas
ure trove that contains the most important 

cultural achievements of all times; the literature component consists of works by 
15 Latvian authors. Even if they are not in the list of works given in the Latvian culture 

84 Bibliographic material about Knuts Skujenieks is accessible at: https://prezi.com/zujdqham4o3g/
bibliografija/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy (site last visited 13.02.2017).

85 LiteraTour. Die andere Stadführung durch Riga. Accessible at: http://www.literatur.lv/basis/sitemap.htm 
(site last visited 13.02.2017).

86 Latvijas kultūras kanons. Accessible at: http://www.kulturaskanons.lv/lv/1/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).

Fig. 17. Poems by Vizma Belševica translated into Swedish

Fig. 18. Knuts Skujenieks (on the left) and 
Juris Kronbergs, at the opening of the Consulate of 
Latvia in Kristiansand, capital of Agdera county, Norway, 
1994 (RTMM 114029)
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canon, other works, by these 
same authors, have been trans
lated into foreign languages.

The example of Zenta 
 Mauriņa, a writer, essayist, lit
erature scholar and university 
 lecturer, and translator demon
strates the extent to which not 
only the excellence but also the 
activity of an author is signifi
cant in dissemination of a piece 
of literature. She is the Latvian 
author whose works have been 
the most widely translated and 
disseminated in Germanspeak
ing countries, and she is also the 
most recognised Latvian author. 
During the period of exile, 20 of 
her works were published in 
Latvian and 27 in the German 
language, with translations into 
Italian, English, Russian, Swedish, Dutch, Finnish, and Danish. During her lifetime, 
she gave approximately 600 public lectures in Latvia, Germany, Sweden, Finland, Aus
tria, and in France. Most of the works of Z.  Mauriņa are in the German language, 
 including her prose — a threevolume autobiography: Die weite Fahrt (The Long 

Fig. 19. Works by Knuts Skujenieks in English, Italian, and Armenian translation

Fig. 20. Gundega Repše Unsichtbare 
schatten (Invisible Shadows) 
(translated by Matthias Knoll, 1998)

Fig. 21. Zenta Mauriņa Mein Lied 
von der Erde (1978)
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 Journey, 1951), Denn das Wagnis ist schön 
(Brave Venture, 1953), and Die Eisernen 
Riegel zerbrechen (The Iron Bars Are Shat
tered, 1957). 

Rather few works by Z. Mauriņa have 
been translated into English — the book, A 
Prophet of the Soul: Fyodor Dostoievsky (pub
lished in London, 1939), and several other 
works. Z. Mauriņa herself translated works 
into Latvian from French, English, Russian, 
and Norwegian language originals; she also 
translated into German a trilogy of novels 
written by her life partner, the writer, transla
tor (he knew seven languages), philosopher, 
and parapsychologist, Konstantīns Raudive. 
K. Raudive studied the socalled Electronic 

Voice Phenomenon (EVP), using a variety of technical methods to record and then 
subsequently to analyse and classify circa 70 000 voices of spirits, which resemble 
speech; this work still today is regarded as fundamental elements of this sector.87 His 
books on these voices of spirits were so popular that EVP were often labelled as the 
Raudive Voices. K. Raudive was a lecturer at Uppsala University, and was nominated 
for the Nobel Prize for his studies in the field of parapsychology.

Zenta Mauriņa was granted many honorary academic and literary titles88, e.g., 
 Honorary Member of the Academie d’Alsace Colmar, France; awards and prizes, Kul-
turpreis der Freunde der schwedischen Kultur (1960); Bundesverdienstkreuz 1. Klasse, 
(1968); the Konrad-Adenauer-Preis der Deutschlandstiftung, (1971); Andreas-Gryphi-
us-Preises der Künstlergilde e.V. Esslingen a. N., (1973); Preis der Schweizer “Stiftung für 
Freiheit und Menschenrechte”, (1977); the gold medal, “Pro Humanitate” des Ost-West- 
Kulturwerkes e. V. in Bonn, in Kurhaus Bad Krozingen (1977). In 1977, the writer was 
also given the title of Honorary Citizen of Bad Krozingen, where she lived in Germany 
from 1966 to 1978. Z. Mauriņa was buried in this city, a street is named after her, Zenta 
Maurina Weg, and a memorial room in her honour, as well as commemorating her 
 husband K. Raudive, has been fixed up in the house where she lived, i.e. Litschgihaus.89

The complicated life story of Z. Mauriņa, her broad cultural horizon, an essay style 
of writing, the ability to appreciate philosophically and conceptually ideas put forward 
by many eminent writers, and active engagement in the ongoing processes of Euro
pean literary life, were factors which amplified greatly the popularity, the extent of 
translation and publication of her works. 

87 Konstantin Raudive and His ITC EVP Breakthrough. Accessible at: http://itcvoices.org/konstantinraudive
andhisitcevpbreakthrough/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).

88 Dr. Zenta Maurina. Accessible at: http://www.freiheitundmenschenrechte.ch/preistraegerinnen/ (site last 
visited 13.02.2017).  

89 Ausstellung Zenta Maurina im Stadtmuseum Bad Krozingen. Accessible at:  https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=MVxymGoH7JY (site last visited 13.02.2017).

Fig. 22. Konstantīns Raudive and Zenta Mauriņa, 1968 
(RTMM 573039) 
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There is another place in Germany, wherein the memory of Latvian writers is com
memorated: separate commemorative rooms are maintained on the premises of the 
former Latvian Gymnasium at Münster90, commemorating Zenta Mauriņa, Kon
stantīns Raudive and the outstanding Latvian writer and artist, Jānis Jaunsudrabiņš. 
Another room is dedicated to the memory of the writers Pēteris Ērmanis and Kārlis 
Ieviņš. Articles and archive materials are on display in these rooms.

Fewer facts are available about writers who lived in Soviet Latvia who might have be
come known in other countries. In 1971, the VisvaBharati University in India (found ed 
by the writer Rabindranath Tagore) conferred in absentia on Mirdza Ķempe, a Soviet poet 
and translator (from the Russian, German, English, French, and Spanish langu ages) — the 
Doctor Diploma (Desikottama, D. Litt. Honoris Causa) for her  studies of  Urdu.91 The 
 diploma, signed by Indira Gandhi, states that: “In the year  Grihagirigunachandra, on the 

90 The building which housed the educational facility is now maintained as the Münster Latvian Centre (Letti
sches Centrum Münster) (Translator’s note).

91 VisvaBharati. List of Desikottamas. Accessible at: http://www.visvabharati.ac.in/at_a_glance/desikot.htm 
(site last visited 13.02.2017).

Fig. 23. A memorial room dedicated to Z. Mauriņa 
on the premises of the former Latvian Gymnasium at 
Münster. 2015. Photograph by Māra Grudule

Fig. 24. A memorial room dedicated 
to K. Raudive on the premises of 
the former Latvian Gymnasium 
at Münster. A device to register 
EVP is visible at the centre of the 
photograph. 2015. Photograph by 
Māra Grudule

Fig. 25. A memorial room dedicated to 
Jānis Jaunsudrabiņš on the premises of the former 
Latvian Gymnasium at Münster. 2015. Photograph by 
Māra Grudule
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10th day in the month Pausha of the solar calendar, on the 
10th day of the waning phase of the lunar calendar, Visva 
Bharati University grants Mrs Mirdza Ķempe (in absentia) 
the honorary degree Desikottama (Doctor of Literature).” 

Recognition by foreign countries of the work of Lat
vian writers, translators, and linguists, is direct evidence 
for their contribution to world culture. Rainis was 
awarded the Belgian Order of Leopold, i.e. Leopoldsorde, 
or Ordre de Léopold, and the Belgian state possesses a 
bust of the poet cast in bronze.92

For her translations from the Swedish language Alma 
Gobniece was awarded the Swedish Royal Order of Vasa, 
or Kungliga Vasaorden. The poet, literary scientist, and 
artist Ivars Ivasks, of Estonian Latvian parents, was a 
Commander of the Order of the Lion of Finland, or 
Suomen Leijonan ritarikunta, 1983, for his contributions 
to the culture of Finland. For her translations from the 
Hungarian language, the translator Elga Sakse was 
awarded the Hungarian Government’s medal, Pro cultura 
Hungarica (1993), and the Gold Medal of the President 
of the Republic of Hungary (1997).

The poet and translator Knuts Skujenieks has re
ceived several high state awards — Orden de Isabel la 
Católica (1994), the Order of the Lithuanian Grand Duke 
Gediminas (2001), the T.  Tranströmer Prize for Poetry 
(1998). More than ten books by K. Skujenieks have been 

published in translation. Additionally, many of his poems have been included in an
thologies and articles in periodicals.

The translator Dace Meiere has received prestigious awards: the medal of the Dante 
Alighieri Society (2005), the State Order of Italy, Cavaliere al merito della Reppublica 
(2004). An assessment of the contribution made by Astrīde Ivaska93 to promoting cul
tural relations between Estonia and Latvia was made tangible through her receipt of the 
Estonian Order of the White Star, or Valgetähe teenetemärk, in 2007. In 2014, Assoc. 
Prof. Alla Placinska, Head of the Iberian Studies Department of the Faculty of the Hu
manities at the University of Latvia was awarded the Orden de Isabel la Católica by the 
Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs for distinguished contributions to promoting for
eign relations and promoting friendly relations between countries. Each of these 
awards is highly significant; only a few recipients of such awards have been listed here. 

The young Latvian writer Toms Kreicbergs under the pseudonym Tom Crosshill 
has earned considerable international success. He has been three times nominated for 

92 Zālītis, J. Leopolda ordenis, krūšutēls Beļģijā un plakete ar kara bēgļiem. Accessible at: http://memori
aliemuzeji.lv/muzejaprieksmets/leopoldaordeniskrusutelsbelgijaunplaketearkarabegliem/ (site last 
visited 13.02.2017).

93 Rožkalne, A. Lauva. Dzejniece Astrīde Ivaska. Rīga: LU LFMI, 2012. 

Fig. 26. VisvaBharati University diploma 
conferring on Mirdza Ķempe the degree 
of Doctor of Literature. 1971 (RTMM 
333537)
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the Nebula Award,94 which is one of the highest awards in the field of science fiction. In 
2009, T. Kreicbergs won the competition for Fantasy Short Stories, Writers of the 
 Future,95 and was named Best Author in 2016 by European Science Fiction Society in 
the fantasy genre. His works have been translated into ten languages. T. Kreicbergs is 
the first Latvian member of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America and is 
also a member of the New York writers’ group, “Altered Fluid”. In 2014, the prose writer 
Jānis Joņevs was awarded the European Union Prize for Literature, which is given to 
young writers, for his novel, “Jelgava 94” (2013), and in 2017 this Prize was awarded to 
Osvalds Zebris for his novel Gaiļu kalna ēnā (In the Shadow of Rooster Hill, 2014).

New forms of literature to which we have become accustomed have joined tradi
tional forms of how literature is published: literary works are now published on the 
Internet and there are literary projects which take place in a digital environment. A 
poem, “Come to Me” (in the collection Me), by the poet and literature specialist 
 Kārlis Vērdiņš is one such example; in 2014, it was ranked by experts of the South
bank Arts Centre among the best love poems written during the past 50 years in 
30 countries, next to poems by distinguished foreign poets.96 In 2012, he represented 
Latvia at the Poetry Parnassus Festival, held during the Cultural Olympiad in Lon
don. Participation at international literary projects, festivals and readings by Latvian 

94 Toms Kreicbergs. Accessible at: http://www.tomskreicbergs.lv/partomu/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
95 Writers and Illustrators of the Future. Accessible at:  http://www.writersofthefuture.com/event2010

volume26/; http://www.writersofthefuture.com/writerwinners/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
96 Visit London. Accessible at: http://www.visitlondon.com/thingstodo/place/433221southbankcentre 

#ZypQ1vLQfIjZukFG.99 (site last visited 13.02.2017).

Fig. 27. Anšlavs Eglītis (on the left) and Imants 
Ziedonis in the Los Angeles area, USA. 1978. 
Photograph by Gunārs Janaitis

Fig. 28. A reading of her works by Velta Sniķere 
together with yoga mudras. An event of the Poetry 
Days (2006) at Riga Latvian Society. 2006. Photograph 
by Anita Rožkalne
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writers and poets (Amanda Aizpuriete, Uldis Bērziņš, Dagnija 
Dreika, Nora  Ikstena, Liāna Langa, Knuts Skujenieks, and 
 others) has become selfevident.

Finally, there is the question of the extent to which Latvians 
and people associated with Latvia have proved able to influence 
literature and cultural processes among other peoples, even on a 
global scale? It must be admitted that from the point of view of 
overall culture it is not always their written works that allowed 
Latvian literary figures to gain visibility in the world. Saša 
 Ziemelis who was a journalist and author of several books gained 
fame as a hunter of jaguars in the Brazil jungle, as well as a leader 
of expeditions. Marija Leiko, who had written plays and mem
oirs, was a silentcinema star in Germany. Anšlavs Eglītis, who 
wrote prose, was best known beyond Latvian circles as a member 
of the Hollywood Foreign Press Association, who interviewed 
“stars” for Latvian newspapers. 

The poetess Velta Sniķere was a pioneer of the organised yoga 
movement in Great Britain, a cofounder of the organisation 
“British Wheel of Yoga”, a trainer of yoga teachers,97 for a time a 
member of the famous troupe of the Indian dancer, Ram Gopal, 
and a politically active member of the organisation Pen in Exile. 
She has also written poems in English and translated into verse 
form in English her own poems and those of other Latvian poets.

The Latvian writer Dzidra Zeberiņa whilst living in Hawaii 
cultivated roses and other flowers, earning international recognition in this field, and 
performed hundreds of folk dances of various peoples. In fields of farreaching en
deavour, it is not only the creative capacity of literary activities, but also the manage
ment of literature, personal contacts which may lead to influencing literary processes 
in foreign countries. Here we must again mention Ivars Ivasks, who was editor over 
24 years of the journal World Literature Today, published by the University of Okla
homa in the USA. Founded in 1927 under the aegis of the University of Oklahoma 
with the title Books Abroad (retained until 1976), it is one of the oldest literary journals 
in the USA which has appeared without interruption.98 

When I. Ivasks retired in 1991, the number of workers of this publication (they 
worked mostly without recompense and were academic staff from universities in Amer
ica, Canada, Europe and in the socalled Third World countries) had reached eight hun
dred, abstracts and reviews were offered for books written in 72 languages from around 
the world, all in all some 1300 books were dealt with annually. I. Ivasks called the jour
nal to be the United Nations of literature in the light of the tremendous amount of lit
erary facts presented by the journal. He also played a distinguished role in founding the 

97 Interview with V. Sniķere published online in the journal “Spectrum”. Accessible at: http://spectrum.bwy.
org.uk/spectrum/summer2016/#16 (site last visited 13.02.2017).

98 World Literature Today. Accessible at: http://www.worldliteraturetoday.org/history (site last visited 
13.02.2017).

Fig. 29. Ivars Ivasks and the 
journal World Literature Today. 
The Academic Library of the 
University of Latvia (The Astrīde 
and Ivar Ivasks Collection)
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Neustadt International Prize for Literature99, as 
well as in judging prize winners in that he over
saw the international jury of twelve literature 
critics who proposed candidates for considera
tion. This award is second in importance after 
the Nobel Prize for Literature. Prize winners 
include several writers who later were awarded 
the Nobel Prize from around the world (the 
Greek Odysseas Elytis, Gabriel Garcia Marquez 
from Colombia, the Pole Czesłav Milosz). In 
December 1979, when the Greek poet Odys seas 
Elytis was awarded the Nobel Prize for Litera
ture, the Swedish Royal Academy invited Ivars 
and Astrīde Ivasks to attend the award cere
mony,100 where they were among 1720 guests 
from all over the world. Justification for this 
was the fact that I. Ivasks had translated and 
edited the works by the Greek poet, an issue of 
the journal, World Literature Today, had been 
devoted to O. Elytis, who had also been 
awarded the Neustadt Prize. The Academy 
noted these facts in putting forward the name 
of Elytis for the Nobel Prize for Literature.

Ivars Ivasks was a brilliant scholar special
ising in comparative literary theory, who spoke 
six languages and regularly wrote articles about 
Spanish, Finnish, French, Estonian, Latvian, 
Lithuanian literature, and also that of other 
peoples. The fact is relevant to Latvian litera
ture that the journal World Literature Today, 
while Ivasks was editor, provided information 
about 278 books published in the Latvian lan
guage, as well as eight lengthy articles and one 
special edition devoted to Latvian literature.101 

The Ivasks couple was akin to a catalyst 
who promoted interest in Latvia and Latvian 
literature spreading throughout the world, as they were charismatic personalities whose 
sense of purpose, openness, intellect, and sincerity swayed publishers and colleagues. 
They each wrote several books in their mother tongue, knew several  foreign languages, 
and were able to translate from these languages. Thanks to the direct or indirect influ
ence of the Ivasks many works by Latvian authors which had been written in Latvia or 

99 Neustadt Prises. Accessible at: http://www.neustadtprize.org/history/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
100 Ivasks invited to attend Nobel ceremony. The Oklahoma Daily. 1979, Nov. 27.
101 A Look at Baltic Letters Today. Books Abroad. Vol. 47, No. 4, 1973.

Fig. 30. Astrīde Ivaska wearing the evening dress from 
the Nobel Prize ceremony with Ivars Ivasks wearing 
the Finnish Order of the Lion at the cocktail party of 
the 1980 Neustadt Prize award. Photograph by Gil Jain. 
The Academic Library of the University of Latvia (The 
Astrīde and Ivar Ivasks Collection)

Fig. 31. A drawing by Carlos Fuentes from the guest 
book of Astrīde and Ivars Ivasks. The Academic 
Library of the University of Latvia (The Astrīde and 
Ivars Ivasks Collection)
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abroad were published in periodicals and an
thologies in Europe and in America. The jour
nal led by I. Ivasks and the Neustadt Prize, as 
well as the Puterbaugh Conferences about 
Spanish and French literature were significant 
events not only in the literary life in America 
but also in Europe. The guest book of the 
Ivasks family, which now is kept in their me
morial rooms located in the Academic Library 
of the University of Latvia, alongside their li
brary, and the archive of Astrīde Ivasks, con
tains auto graphs of many worldfamous writ
ers. For several years after his death there was a 
sign on one of the walkways in the Paris Bo
tanical Gardens with the text “Allée Ivar Ivask”.

Approximately two million people in the 
world use the Latvian language, while the 

number of Latvian speakers, native speakers, is approximately 1.5 million.102 We read
ily note the fact that the Repository of Latvian Folklore containing approximately one 
and a half million dainas including variations, which means that there is one daina for 
every Latvian. The relative fraction of these 1.5  million individuals compared with 
the total population of Europe is 1 : 462, and relative to the total world population — 
1  : 4  660.103 The number of Latvian writers is far smaller, and yet Latvian literature 
speaks to the world. 

In his lecture “From the Baltic to Oklahoma” Ivars Ivasks stated: “Thanks to WLT 
[World Literature Today – A. R.], the Livonians and the Kiowa, the Catalans and the 
Lapps, the Vietnamese and Igbo will not disappear unnoticed from our midst. What a 
boring place a monolingual earth would be, or one where English, Spanish, Russian, 
and Chinese were the only languages spoken! It is our primary duty as humanists to 
explore, foster, preserve and ultimately to pass on to coming generations on this planet 
the collective wisdom of the human race and not just the glories of a few select major 
Western nations.”104

Conclusions

The contribution made by any literature to world culture cannot be assessed in iso
lation looking only at a particular set of facts, for example, the historical development 
phases of that literature, the chronology for the appearance of works, the list of authors 
living abroad, or the degree to which this literature is kept at libraries. These facts as well 
as other groups of facts are very important, but their meaning in a wider context only 

102 Latviešu valodas aģentūra. Accessible at: http://www.valoda.lv/Valsts_valoda/Latviesu_valoda/mid_502 (site 
last visited 13.02.2017).

103 Worldometers. Accessible at: http://www.worldometers.info/worldpopulation/ (site last visited 13.02.2017).
104 The manuscript is held at the A. and I. Ivasks Collection at the Academic Library of the University of Latvia.

Fig. 32. Allée Ivar Ivask at the Jardin des Plantes, Paris. 
1993. Photograph by Pierre Lecuire. The Academic 
Library of the University of Latvia (The Astrīde and 
Ivars Ivasks Collection)
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becomes apparent through a study of interconnections. It is in this context that this ar
ticle has sought to uncover the contribution of Latvian literature to world culture.

During the oneandahalf century period of Latvian literature coming into being 
and developing, Latvian writers and members of other professions acting as literary 
figures, have from the outset, due to historical, economic, and regional social living 
conditions, lived and worked alongside of the frontier of several cultures, and their in
teraction, with the result that a worldview inherited from Latvian folklore, ethical 
standards and aesthetic tenets had to be compared with features characteristic of other 
national cultures. These circumstances allowed a dynamic mastering of new spiritual 
values as well as an instinctive tendency to keep and to safeguard traditional values as 
part of a national culture. Hybrid forms resulted from this fusion process which pro
duced new tendencies in the context of world literary trends. In fact, examination of 
the way national literature came into being provides data for literary theoretical and 
cultural historical generalisations to be made, which are difficult to discern from his
torical records of much older national literatures, given that their origin is centuries if 
not millennia distant.

The experience of spiritual reaction to life in a culture borderland presented with 
new circumstances, the ability quickly to assimilate new social and cultural experience 
and then creatively to exploit it has meant that emigration during periods of mass 
movement have resulted in the Latvian worldview, mentality and artistic sense arriving 
at the same destination as Latvians themselves and taken the form of the social, cultural 
and literary life in these communities helping to retain a Latvian identity, at the same 
time drawing inspiration from the culture, traditions, and literature of their countries 
of residence.

Information drawn from the catalogues of major libraries in foreign countries in
dicates the extent to which Latvian literature is accessible in these countries either in 
the original or in translated form, with studies available concerning Latvian literature 
by itself or in a wider geographical context (the Baltic region, Europe, globally). Inde
pendent of the fact that literature written in a minor language encounters difficulties in 
finding translators in comparison with the literature of large nations, the collections of 
works by Latvian writers held by the major libraries of the world permit a balanced in
sight into the works of a number of these writers, important or not. Analysis of books 
and reference materials leads to the conclusions about factors that have over the de
cades promoted the inclusion of books in library collections: the activity of authors, 
translators, publishers, and various institutions all play a role. 

A similar picture emerges in regard to foreign publications or publications available 
at libraries about Latvian writers and their works. Works by Latvian authors are mostly 
treated in the context of the history of literature and contacts between different litera
tures and are largely compilations of facts, both bibliographically and descriptively. 
There are few comparative analyses, and these have only appeared over the past fifteen 
years. 

Latvian literary contributions to world culture have also taken the form of transla
tions of the literature of other peoples. Contributions by several Latvian literary workers: 
writers, translators who translate foreign literature into Latvian, have been appreciated 
by foreign state awards, scholarships, memorial sites, and other forms of recognition.

Anita Rožkalne    THE CONTRIBUTION OF LATVIAN LITERATURE TO WORLD CULTURE
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Several Latvian literary figures have left a precisely identifiable impression on lit e r
ature and cultural life of foreign countries, both with their literary works, and with 
their organisational and administrative skills, thus opening the door for knowledge to 
be disseminated about Latvia and Latvian literature, as well as promoting the creation 
and publication of translations of works by other Latvian authors.

Finally, a few facts drawn from a branch of human knowledge which is apparently 
completely unrelated to literature. Nevertheless. Several dozens of asteroids and plane
tary surface features have been named using terms associated with Latvia and with 
Latvian literature.105 In 1934, the first asteroid of this category was given the name 
 Latvia, while in 1985 another asteroid was named honouring Krišjānis Barons (3233 
Krišbarons). The majority of craters on Mercury have been given names of famous 
writers, artists, and composers — the regulations on these names envisage that a newly 
discovered crater may be named after an individual who has been famous for more 
than fifty years. One crater on Mercury has been named Rainis. Several large features 
on the surface of Venus have been given names from Latvian folklore, and two from 
characters of the play by Rainis, Uguns un nakts (Fire and Night): the plains of Laim
dota (Laimdota Planitia) and Spīdola’s ridge (Spidola Dorsa). On the other hand, 
“Laimdota” is described as a Latvian woman’s given name, while “Spīdola” — a Latvian 
witch. These facts are not direct evidence for the contribution to world culture made 
by Latvian literature, but rather a few points in the map of the stars.

105 Latvijas Astronomijas biedrība. Accessible at: http://www.lab.lv/index.php?pid=304003 (site last visited 
13.02.2017).
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Arnolds Klotiņš

LATVIAN MUSIC IN THE WORLD

This article describes the status of Latvian music and performing arts in a global, first and foremost 
in a European context. The influence exerted by our large neighbours on the development of the 
national music culture, relevant contacts between Latvia and European musical life during several 
historical periods and especially within the 21st century, has been analysed, highlighting contri
butions to the European perspective made by the most able composers. The impact of the Second 
World War and the occupation of Latvia have been discussed in regard to the interaction of Latvian 
music with foreign musical processes. Radical and novel developments in the relations of Latvian 
music with the outside world which occurred after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the restoration 
of the state independence are described in the light of how professional musical ensembles and 
distinguished solo performers now are to be found on the stages of world renowned concert halls 
and opera houses. 

Keywords: Western Europe, the East, crossroads situation, Baltic German culture, national culture, 
occupation, ideologisation, music in the diaspora, virtuosi, solo singers, world opera houses, com
petitiveness.

For music lovers the concept of “Latvian music” in the 21st century principally is 
associated with the reasonably wellfelt presence of opera soloists, conductors, virtuoso 
players of music instruments, and choirs from Latvia in concert halls and opera houses 
of the new and old world. For example, during the 2015/16 music season seven opera 
stars from Latvia were engaged in leading roles at respected opera houses in the USA 
and Europe; 15 musical instrument virtuosi were presenting regular solo concerts 
worldwide. At the same time five conductors were engaged for famous symphony or
chestras outside Latvia. Amateur choirs regularly bring home awards from interna
tional competitions, and both the professional choirs from Latvia are frequently invited 
guests at festivals and on concert tours.

These international achievements are worthy of attention for a state with only two 
million inhabitants, whose existence was almost entirely forgotten by the outside world 
during the entire postwar period. Hence one of the aims of this article is to examine in 
detail these achievements and their origin. However, the theme of this article as expressed 
in the title also justifies another aim — examination of Latvian music from a world per
spective, about its development and how it found a place on the music map of Europe, 
and the future role on it. Both of these tasks demand us to have a look into the past.
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Background

In terms of its creative aspects Latvian professional music, akin to Finnish, Nor
wegian, Czech, and some other schools of musical composition, belongs to the cate
gory of numerically small European peoples, the socalled new musical cultures, 
whose independent national existence emerged during the romantic era of the 
19th century. However, the earliest development of musical life in Latvia, as in Estonia 
(i.e., over all of the territory of ancient Livonia) was a result of crusades in the 13th cen
tury by various German Orders (Ordo Teutonicus) and the related establishment of 
Western Christianity in the Baltic lands. One consequence of the crusades was the 
gradual formation of the DeutschBalten community in Latvia and Estonia side by 
side with the native peoples — in addition to Germans, the new community included 
some Danes, Swedes, Poles and members of other neighbouring tribes, born in the 
Baltic lands, or who had migrated there and taken root. Over the time the Baltic Ger
mans became a German speaking sub culture in Northern Europe.  Although their 
numbers in Latvia never exceeded 10% of the total number of residents, they consti
tuted the majority of city dwellers, and economic, political and cultural elite for several 
 centuries.

During the Middle Ages, in the 13th century, a trained choir supported by this 
community was active in Riga and the socalled bands of city musicians performed 
there in a manner similar to those in Germanspeaking lands and territories around 
the Baltic Sea. During the 17th and 18th centuries, Western European composers, com
missioned for the purpose by the Duchy of Courland (which lasted on Latvian terri
tory from 1561 to 1795), produced baroque pieces of music to entertain the court. 
During the 18th century, a number of recognised European composers contributed to 
the lively German musical life of Riga: Johann Gottfried Müthel, Johann Valentin 
Meder, and Georg Michael Telemann. Locally born residents barely took part in these 
and other professional activities of musical life, at least by the 18th century, because of 
social dejection and lack of an appropriate education. Bringing Christianity to the 
eastern shores of the Baltic Sea during the 12th and 13th centuries was accompanied by 
military, political and economic subjugation of the local ethnos. Within a few centuries 
the titular residents were made into serfs and strictly separated from the German
speaking economic, religious and cultural elite made up of newcomers. This separation 
was not merely social as was the case in many other countries, but also national and 
ethnic. As late as in 1617, laws in force in Courland forbade Latvians  to be members 
of any musicians’ guild of the city1, and not a single Latvian was admitted to the privi
leged German musician companies in Riga2. 

Modern historians consider that in Latvia “BalticGerman culture was a colo
nial culture and up until the second half of the 18th century it developed taking as 

1 Vītoliņš, J., Krasinska, L. Latviešu mūzikas vēsture, I. Rīga: Liesma, 1972, 104. lpp.
2 Ibid., 109. lpp.
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Fig. 1. A Latvian 
psaltery (kokle, from 
the private collection 
of ethnomusicologist 
Valdis Muktupāvels).
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their model Germanic culture in Europe”3; 
however, it did play a role that has been ex
cessively forgotten after the mass repatria
tion of Baltic Germans at the outset of the 
Second World War. Indeed, the German cul
ture in the Baltic region through its Euro
pean nature was a longstanding model for 
and an indirect educator of Latvians, both as 
regards economic and cultural issues. In 
musical life this is just as evident as in reli
gious life, literature, theatre or fine arts. 
From 1782 until 1918, a German language 
theatre was active in Riga presenting dramas, 
music and ballet performances (the young Richard Wagner worked in this theatre 
for several years) and, even though initially the access to this theatre was denied to 
members of the lowest order of society, which included Latvians4, the situation 
changed later. The same held true for concerts, and in this regard the situation in 
Latvia during the 18th and 19th centuries was similar to that in the Czech lands 
where theatre and musical life in the indigenous and German language developed 
in parallel, side by side. From the very beginning, the presence of Baltic Germans in 
all aspects of culture, if nothing more than familiarised Latvians with a European 
approach to culture, education and science. This was the first and most important 
factor which later (in the 19th and 20th centuries) made entry by Latvians into Euro
pean musical life natural.5

Generally speaking, Latvian ethnic music is a common legacy of several ancient 
Baltic tribes and the FinnoUgric group of tribes, the Livs, who lived on the territory 
of Latvia. Songs on the theme of war were first mentioned in chronicles of the 13th cen
tury, the first folk melody with lyrics was published in 1635. The Latvian Folklore Re
pository in Riga contains 1.2 million folksong texts and more than 30 thousand 
 melodies, which were gathered from the earliest times of systematic recordings to the 
late 20th century. The view prevails today that already before the 13th century invasion 

3 Grudule, M. Vācbaltieši Latvijas un latviešu kultūras vēsturē. Latvieši un Latvija, IV. Rīga: Latvijas Zinātņu 
akadēmija, 2013, 230. lpp.

4 Kerten, A. F. V. Auszug aus dem Tagebuch eines Russen aus seiner Reise nach Riga. Riga, 1783, S. 141.
5 Enforced separation between the art music of Baltic Germans and Latvian ethnic music during the period 

from the 14th to at least the 18th century was not without significant consequences. The longstanding pro
hibition for indigenous people to the elite’s musical life left a seemingly unexpected yet powerful impact on 
how professional Latvian ethnic musical life developed and later influenced the manner whereby a national 
musical life came into being. These circumstances left the Latvian peasant class to live with its traditional 
ethnic musical identity, as a result of which an unimaginably extensive peasant folklore heritage was formed, 
one that contained archaic forms which had disappeared elsewhere. This extensive collection of ethnic music 
played a leading role in the development of Latvian professional music and its specific features during the 
19th century, and later it remained alive through records, and, partly by means of individual memories, is 
alive even today. 
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Fig.  2. The 2012 Song Festival in Riga on the openair stage in 
Mežaparks, 7 July 2013. Publicity photograph

by the crusaders a relatively stable 
folk music traditions had formed, 
partially  recitativelike impro
vised archaic drone or single 
voice  singing.6

Conversely, folk instruments 
have been found by archaeolo
gists  dating from the 9th century. 
Among stringed instruments Bal-
tic psalteries have been mentioned 
most frequently having come to 
symbolise folk music its first ap
pearance is likely to have been be
fore at least two millennia. The 
kokle (the Latvian variety of a Bal
tic psaltery) has not lost its special 
place as a symbol of Latvian iden
tity, despite the occurrence of 

similar stringed musical instruments throughout the Eastern Baltic region, from the 
territory inhabited by Old Prussians to Karelia.7 

The Latvian musical awakening began in the 19th century when folk music inspired 
various professional music disciplines.8 Multipart choral songs based on folk melo
dies and lyrics, i.e. musical arrangements of folk songs not only represented an ad
vance in national professional music, but also became one of its widely spread basic 
genres in the long run. This genre accounted for the first Latvian choirs’ repertoire  
and allowed the First Latvian Song Festival to be held in Riga in 1873. Both the com
position techniques employed in arranging folk songs, as well as the very event of 
holding a song festival was influenced by then current or past European musical tradi
tions in several countries, England, Switzerland, Germany, Finland, among others. 
Song Festivals became a regular event in Latvia, as well as in the other Baltic countries, 

6 Ancient peasant folklore melodies characteristic of the Middle Ages were forgotten and, thus, contributed 
little to development of Latvian art music during the romantic period, much in the same way as was the 
case for Hungarian music. They reappeared during the 20th century in original compositions particularly as 
part of the neofolklore movement in the Baltic States, even facilitating political developments during the 
campaign to regain independence — it is not for nothing that the latter is called the Singing Revolution. A 
newer layer of folk songs formed some time after the 15th century and these played an important role during 
the national awakening in the 19th century. 

7 See Muktupāvels, V. Kokles un koklēšana Latvijā (The Baltic psaltery and Playing Traditions in Latvia). Rīga: 
Lauska, 2009, 11.–12. lpp. This musical instrument has undergone some technical improvements; however, 
playing this instrument still follows the original technique. The Latvian psaltery (kokle) is the only folk in
strument that is part of the state music educational system and it is played not only by many amateur groups 
but also figures in experimental music pieces written by professional composers.

8 These developments were made possible by the abolition of serfdom (1817, 1819), whereupon conditions 
improved at peasant schools, polyphonic singing was introduced and the first choirs appeared. Initially the 
repertoire comprised locally adapted songs in the German Liedertafel style; however, with the appearance of 
written records of folk songs, choir favourites were harmonised folk songs.
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and choir directors, also most firstrank Latvian music composers have been attracted 
to folk songs.9

It is noteworthy that professional arrangements of Latvian folksongs became a 
unifying force for the Latvian choir movement and thus helped to ensure survival of 
the tradition of song festivals in the early 20th century, in the situation when social 
contradictions escalated and holding a unified song festival became impossible in 
countries where these events previously had prospered, e.g. in Germany and to a cer
tain extent also in Finland.10 In circumstances where different social perceptions led to 
a different concert repertoire in various social classes, the presence of folksongs in 
festivals was universally acceptable, since they were not only in their native tongue, 
they also were native melodies, and song festivals continued to be held in Latvia, owing 
to the fact that folksongs formed the basis of choir repertoires. The same held also for 
Estonia.11 On the other hand, for example, in Sweden where folk songs were not the 
predominant part of choir repertoires, chorus singers readily disparted into choruses 
associated with the church, others with social democrat circles, urban middleclass, 
etc.; this has rendered the task of agreeing upon a unified concert repertoire (and con
sequently holding unified song festivals) more difficult.

Jānis Cimze, an educator and musician, was a 19th century pioneer in developing 
national musical culture; the 200th anniversary of his birth was included in the 
UNESCO List of Anniversaries for 2014–2015.12 J. Cimze studied in Germany, at the 
Weißenfels Lehrerbildung Seminar in Sachsen, and, in particular, with Ludwig Erk, a 
wellknown German composer who wrote professional arrangements of folk songs. 
For more than 40 years (1839–1881) Cimze was the Director of the Teachers Seminary 
of Latvia, which was attended in all by more than 400 Latvian and Estonian school 
teachers and choirmasters. However, his most important achievement was that he was 
the first composer to arrange Latvian folk songs for choirs and compiled an eightvol
ume collection of folk songs, Dziesmu rota (1872–1884), where alongside with songs 
of foreign origin, in the volume subtitled Dārza puķes (Garden Flowers), 350 Latvian 
folk songs were included arranged in four part harmony, which he labelled as Lauku 
puķes (Wildflowers) inspired by the term Feldblumen, given by Johann Gottfried 
Herder to folksong lyrics. This was the first example of Latvian national professional 
music compositions inspired by a Western European musical tradition. This work re
sulted from Latvians adopting choral traditions from Europe and through the arrange
ment of their own folk songs by professional composers.

Undoubtedly, Herder’s influence — he had briefly worked in Riga, 1764–1769, and 
appreciated Latvian peasant singing — was not limited to adoption of a poetic label for 

9 The 25th national level Song Festival was held in 2013, the sequence started with the first festival in 1873 
and has stretched over 140 years; arrangements of Latvian folk songs have typically comprised an average 
of 26,5% of the concert programme for the mass mixed choirs (with up to 15 000 singers). The original and 
technically skilful arrangements of folksongs have become a trademark of choirs from Latvia, and they have 
been rewarded for the quality of their musical performance at many choir competitions in Europe.

10 AmonMerilain, M. Common and Different Features of Brass Band Music of Finnish and Estonian Defence 
Leagues in 1925–1934: academic dissertation. Helsinki: University of Helsinki, 2010, p. 230

11 Ibid., p. 230.
12 In 2008, UNESCO inscribed the largescale song and dance festivals that occur regularly in the Baltic States 

in its Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. 
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folk songs. The New Latvian movement adopted his ideas, as well as following the ex
ample of the New Germany group and the Czech National Revival movement they 
were the first indigenous people to begin collecting Latvian folk song texts and melo
dies. They considered folklore to be the strongest argument in support of objections 
raised by their people against those foreigners who, through to the end of the 18th cen
tury, regarded Latvians to be merely a peasant class, and not a people.13 One cannot 
ignore the fact of the historiography of music that a few Baltic German clergymen and 
literary figures had previously collected and analysed Latvian folksong lyrics, thus 
stimulating the interest of Jānis Cimze to do likewise with Latvian folk songs as well as 
unconsciously encouraging the people of Latvia to demand their selfdetermination. 
The US musicologist Kevin C. Karnes has studied this issue in great detail.14 The ques
tion still remains unanswered whether, in the words of Kevin Karnes, their “pseudo
ethnographic efforts”15 were at all intended to facilitate Latvian national selfdetermi
nation. K. Karnes notes that the Baltic German Bishop, philologist and doctor of 
philosophy, Karl Christian Ulmann (1793–1871) had indeed collected thousands of 
Latvian folk song lyrics in the course of his studies, while at the same time, all of his 
life urging Latvians to abandon their ethnic traditions.16

A border situation

Through his efforts in achieving a compromise between local and Western Euro
pean musical thinking and style, Jānis Cimze had brought Latvian music closer to 
 Europe; some of the folk tunes contained in his anthology, Lauku puķes, were even 
slightly modified to adapt them to contemporary German understanding of the need 
for expressive harmonisation. This inevitable compromise, however, revealed the 
 features specific to Latvian folk music and emphasised its differences with respect to 
 German music.

Andrejs Jurjāns, was the first Latvian scholar to study Latvian folk music having 
at his disposition approximately 3000 items of music folklore; in annotating a compen
dium of melodies Latvju tautas mūzikas materiāli (Matériaux pour la musique popu-
laire latvienne)17 (Riga, 1894–1926) he concluded that, in contrast with German music, 

13 One opinion holds that by raising folk songs to the level of a national symbol, artefacts that were found 
in various regions were romantically generalised so as to promote an imagined and necessary sentiment 
of unity, i.e. folklore was nationalised (see, Bula, D. Dziedātājtauta. Folklora un nacionālā ideoloģija. Rīga: 
Zinātne, 2000, 27., 138. lpp.). It must be noted that other small European peoples under threat have acted 
the same way during the process of becoming a nation. At the same time, we must admit that texts rich with 
local place names and dialect terms are nevertheless Latvian language texts, whereby local folk songs are 
nonetheless Latvian folk songs. Later studies have shown that pieces of folklore recorded in a few regions of 
Latvia contain elements that are common to all Latvian folklore. 

14 Kārness, K. Dziesmu rota dziedātājtautai: Krievijas vēstures epizode, Herdera tradīcija un Baltijas nacionā
lisma uzplaukums. Mūzikas akadēmijas raksti, III. Rīga: Musica Baltica, 2007, 9. lpp.

15 Ibid., 8. lpp.
16 Ibid., 16. lpp.
17 Translator’s note: The modern term la Lettonie was introduced in the 1920s to displace the term la Latvie 

current at the time when this particular book was published.
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local music in Latvia had not only retained essential archaic features of peasant folk 
music, but also was partially linked to a separate cultural region. As is wellknown it 
belongs to a wide range of traditional cultures of Baltic, FinnoUgric, Western Finnish, 
Eastern Slavic and other peoples resident in Northwestern Europe, whose most an
cient folklore, especially, traditional customs, to a certain extent have retained aspects 
of ancient art — aesthetics expressed in this folklore is hardly divided from ancient 
concepts of practices and ethics. This kind of relating art with lifestyle was also sought 
by Russian classical music in the 19th century; this was particularly evident in the work 
of a group sympathetic to Slavophil ideology, The Five, or the Petrograd school of com
posers, where most of the founders of Latvian professional music studied.18 Saint 
Peters burg Conservatory and Nikolai RimskyKorsakov’s School of Composition cer
tainly was influenced by Western music tendencies, but it allocated an absolute priority 
for peasant folklore. For example, RimskyKorsakov considered urban folklore to be 
vulgar and inappropriate for inclusion, and filtered it out of his aesthetic principles; 
but this dogma restricted the way such music addressed the essential feelings of people 
of his time.19 The future pioneers of Latvian music who were students at the St Peters
burg Conservatory could not help but feel it.

During the period of Latvian professional music coming into being, two compet
ing music tendencies formed in Riga, the local and the German Baltic tendency. Fur
thermore, Western European virtuosi were welcome in Riga, and summer time con
certs featured symphony orchestras from Western Europe. At the same time, up until 
1918, Latvia continued to be a part of the Tsarist Russian Empire, and the influence of 
its culture and system of education continued to increase from the last third of the 
19th century onwards. Latvia was a kind of border zone between Europe and what in 
Europe was described as the East. The socalled expansion of Western Christianity 
which was halted by the Battle on the Ice on Lake Peipus in 1242, not only had drawn 
political borders (which were occasionally torn down), but, to certain extent, created a 
cultural divide which still has not fully disappeared.

Latvian professional music has been considerably influenced by the country’s loca
tion in an area where two culture regions and two different cultural paradigms are in 
contact. One of its basic characteristics was a form of musical expression that almost 

18 See, Кремлев, Ю. Национальные черты русской музыки. Ленинград: Музыка, 1968, с. 38. Slavophil ide
ologues considered the unity of aesthetics, ethics and practical wisdom to be a unique historically creation, 
a paradigm of Eastern culture, and only this unified art, close to daily life, could, in their opinion, reveal 
the truth of human existence. In their disputes with the socalled Westerners of Russia they contrasted the 
influence of the East and that coming from the West in a historical context: Christianity came to Russia 
from Byzantium, with ancient Greek culture as the intermediary, whereas Christianity came to Western 
Europe from Rome, where it was characterised by rational thought and individualism under the influence 
of which any monolithic world view tended to fall apart. Rationalism led to European scholasticism during 
the Middle Ages and to modern Western thinking which features intellectual analytical tendencies and the 
rejection of unifying spiritual values. (See Eberlein, D. Russische Musikanschauung um 1900. Regensburg: 
Gustav Bosse Verlag, 1978, S. 21.)

19 For details see, Klotiņš, A. Krievijas mākslinieciskās domas un mākslas prakses svarīgāko ideju loma latviešu 
nacionālās komponistu skolas tapšanā 19. un 20. gs. mijā. Latvija un Krievija: Vēsturiskie un kultūras sakari 
(compiled by Pudele, B., Rozenbaums, Ē.). Rīga: Zinātne, 1987, 102., 104. lpp.
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exclusively relied upon folk melodies or tunes, giving the appearance of an unchanging 
national form that was coloured by ethnopsychological assumptions. Furthermore, 
composers paid most attention to that part of folklore which was harmonic, unified 
and precluded reflection. Consequently, national music or its Latvian nature until the 
second half of the 20th century was principally defined as internally undifferentiated, 
an objectively positive aesthetic and ethical entity — positive, but at the same time 
somewhat abstract. Such vulgarised versions of positive interpretation of daily life as 
typified by peasant folklore were encouraged by the 1948 campaign by Soviet authori
ties against the socalled formalism in music and by demands to follow Zhdanov’s 
 aesthetics.20

Another historical peculiarity of Latvian music which reflects the intersection of 
two culture spaces was a tendency for composers to be rather reserved in their appre
ciation of rational and constructive aspects of Western European music. European 
avantgarde music of the 1920s which replaced tonality with mathematical tone se
quences was not taken up in new original Latvian music compositions, as was also the 
case for postWar neoavantgarde music. This stimulated modernism in Latvian 
music which during the 1960s witnessed a rebirth of expressionism, but rather quickly 
evolved into postmodernism with a distinctive neoromantic form of musical expres
sion and the ideological return of the sound art to existential issues, such as life and 
death, the fleeting and the persistent, individuals and collectives, nature and culture, 
etc. Individualism as the ultimate form of expressionism, striving by an individual to 
overcome negative aspects of life as external, alienated force, has never really featured 
in Latvian music. Rather a tendency has predominated to view contradictions as po
tentially rectifiable, classifying them in terms of fundamental values of daily life. 
Therefore, a comment seems appropriate which was expressed to the author of this ar
ticle during the first Commercial Festival of Soviet Latvian Music in 1986 by Armando 
Gentilucci, a representative of the Italian publishing house of music, Ricordi: “You, 
Latvians may benefit from good postmodern music, although it seems that you have 
never experienced modernism in music.”21

20 A decision by the Central Committee of the AllUnion Communist (Bolshevik) Party was taken on 10 Feb
ruary 1948 concerning the opera, The Great Friendship, by V. Muradeli, which condemned original creative 
tendencies exhibited by contemporary Soviet composers. In a subsequent speech by Andrei Zhdanov, head 
of the Central Committee Propaganda and Agitationwork Committee, composers were instructed to return 
to the use of classical forms of Russian musical expression, whereupon this ideological demarche earned the 
designation, Zhdanov aesthetics. One week later the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Latvia 
took a decision censuring efforts by leading Latvian composers to modernise forms of musical expression. 

21 During the 1980s, the AllUnion Agency on Copyrights organised a number of festivals in different So
viet republics oriented towards the sale of new music works; Western European publishers of music scores 
were invited to attend these festivals. Proximity to the Eastern culture space has resulted in the tendency for 
Latvian music to aspire to be something greater than mere music, to attribute a higher meaning to music. 
Historically this meant the predominance of programmatic music, a plethora of tiles for compositions which 
were poetic and had many meanings. However, music which is not programmatic often contained an order
ing of sound and composition which conveyed a certain message. These features were evident in the output 
of the pioneers of Latvian music, as well as in music of the socalled New Spirituality of the 21st century, 
and are evident in the works of Pēteris Vasks, the modern Latvian composer whose works are most often 
included in concerts around the world.
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The classic composers of 
Latvian national music

These are the most significant 
Latvian composers who were born 
in the 19th century and whose works 
have essentially defined Latvian 
music as a whole and whose com
positions regularly form part of 
concert programmes, as well as fea
ture internationally through occa
sional broadcasts by Euroradio. By 
mentioning the first investigator of 
Latvian folklore, Andrejs Jurjāns, 
we have already referred to one of 
them. Andrejs Jurjāns, who ac
quired three different diplomas 
from the St. Petersburg Conserva
tory, wrote more than ten orchestral 
works, and, furthermore, he was a 
pioneer of Latvian symphonic 
music. Besides, he taught music in Kharkov (Ukraine) for a long time leaving deep 
traces in the music life of the city. 

Jāzeps Vītols not only graduated with a gold medal from the same St Petersburg 
Conservatory, but he also worked as a docent there for 32 years (1886–1918); in 1901 
he was named Professor, but in 1908 he took over a number of classes in special music 
composition, which formerly were taught by his teacher Nikolai RimskyKorsakov. 
After the First World War and the Russian Civil War made part of Russian society emi
grate and scatter outside Russia, students of music who had been taught composition 
by J. Vītols could be found in many European countries, and elsewhere in the world. 
Initially, J. Vītols was the one among Latvian composers, who was most affected by the 
rivalry between the cultures of Russia and Europe. Having grown up in a Baltic Ger
man environment in Latvia in St Petersburg he first came under the influence of Ger
man professors teaching at the Conservatory, and later he worked as a critic for the 
German newspaper St. PetersburgerZeitung for 18 years, while, from 1886 onwards, 
his music was published by the publishing house, M. P. Belaieff, Leipzig.22 On the other 
hand, Aleksandr Glazunov and Anatoly Lyadov and a number of other Russian music 
personalities were his colleagues and friends. Vītols returned to Riga in 1918, where a 
year later he founded the Latvian Conservatory (since 1991, the Jāzeps Vītols Latvian 
Academy of Music). Until 1944, he taught music composition there, and for most of 
this time he was the Rector as well. Although J. Vītols followed a number of teaching 

22 J. Vītols chose the transcription Joseph Wihtol for works published in German or French by this publishing 
house, and it is under this name that he first appears in music lexicons and collections of his original works 
in libraries around the world.

Fig. 4. Emīls Dārziņš in 1904. 
Photograph by the studio Asper 
& Wehmann (from the collection 
of the Literature and Music 
Museum, RMM, 215241) 

Fig. 3. Jāzeps Vītols. Around 
1900. Photograph by 
A. Lorenss, St Petersburg (from 
the collection of the Literature 
and Music Museum, RMM, 
173836) 
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methods current at the St Petersburg Conservatory, he did not hesitate to invite guest 
lecturers from Western Europe and thus was generally regarded to be a European.

As a teacher J. Vītols became the spiritual father for several Latvian composers. 
Nevertheless, he took a cautious position as regards new radical 20th century music 
direc tions; therefore Latvia (unlike Estonia) did not join the Internationale Gesellschaft 
für Neue Musik, which unfortunately meant that Latvia had fewer international contacts 
during the 1920s and 1930s. However, Vītols always defended the need for creative re
newal in musical life. He also represented Latvian music in various official international 
events and became the most influential personality in Latvian music of the first half of 
the 20th century, and, even today, is to a large extent a symbol of its origination.

The aesthetics of N. RimskyKorsakov’s school, based on peasant folklore and an
cient time, by influencing the development of Latvian music in the 19th century caused 
it to be ethnologically oriented — epic themes, and objective keynotes. Emancipation 
of individual took place in Latvia and this forced art to examine more deeply compli
cated emotions of individuals, often beset by conflicts, as had been previously done in 
Western Europe during the period of radical romanticism in its many forms. It was 
therefore inevitable that a group of Latvian composers made their debut on the thresh
old of the 20th century shifting the emphasis in their creative works from ethnological 
interpretation to a consistent psychological treatment of the individual — in their mu
sical works the lyrical emotions of individuals were far more important than actions or 
colourful portrayal of the environment.

Emīls Dārziņš, had also studied at the St Petersburg Conservatory, but he was 
rather not inspired by The Five grouping, but by the aesthetics of Tchaikovsky based on 
a feeling for the pain of existence. The solo and choir songs by Emīls Dārziņš, as well as 
his symphonic Valse mélancolique, today are among the most popular pieces of Latvian 
classical music. The above mentioned waltz has also been played at concerts by West
ern European symphony orchestras in the 21st century.

Alfrēds Kalniņš also followed a psychological lyric approach in his creative works, 
adding to it a subtle appreciation of the nature, in this way paralleling the work of 
other Northern European music culture personalities, such as the compositions of 
 Edvard Grieg, Selim Palmgren, and Erkki Melartin — and having earned the sobriquet 
the Latvian Grieg. Even his early compositions, in particular his solo songs are de
scribed as the quintessence of the modern Latvian musical style and have been praised 
by Western European critics.23

23 See, Apkalns, L. Lettische Musik. Wiesbaden: Breitkopf und Härtel. 1977, S. 168. Up until the First World 
War music composed by Kalniņš, especially solo songs translated into the German language were published 
by the firm Breitkopf und Härtel (Leipzig), whence they attracted critical attention by the German press. Karl 
Thiessen (1867–1945), Adolf Chybinski (1680–1952), Christian Knayer (1876–1932), and Eugen  Segnitz 
(1862–1927) were some of these foreign critics. Their critical appraisals of the work of A. Kalniņš were 
published in: Signale für die Musikalische Welt (Leipzig) 1904, Nr. 62; 1907, Nr, 33/34, Nr. 67; 1908, Nr. 15; 
Neue Musik-Zeitung (StuttgartLeipzig) 1907, Nr. 4, 1910, 20. Okt.; Der Klavier-Lehrer (Berlin) 1908, Nr. 6, 
and elsewhere. The opera Baņuta, composed in 1918–1919, represents the crowning achievement by Alfrēds 
Kalniņš during his new romantic period; its first performance on the stage of the Latvian National Opera 
on 29 May 1920 marked the birth of mature Latvian opera. Baņuta has seen seven different productions in 
Latvia, as well as concert performances in Germany and in the USA, and it is usually regarded professionally 
to be an equal member of European opera culture.
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Fig.  5. Jānis Mediņš (from the private 
collection of Elmārs Zemovičs) 
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The third composer making his debut at the start of the 
20th century is Emilis Melngailis, a folklorist, ethnographer, a 
composer of music for choirs par excellence, who stands alone 
in his active appreciation of folklore, both its material form 
and style of presentation. The perception of the world in its 
simplified archaic and unitary peasant form is for Melngailis 
not an object of romantic longing, but is presented as a con
temporary value. This manner of presenting material without 
a sense of nostalgic distance has occasionally led to character
ising Melngailis as a kind of forerunner of the Bavarian com
poser Carl Orff who employed partially similar musical tech
niques to revitalize the aesthetic appeal of ancient music.24

Melngailis began his music studies at the Dresden Con
servatory in Germany where he was introduced to musical 
life in Western Europe, followed by studies at the St Peters
burg Conservatory (from 1896). Being by nature inflexible in 
his views on music, he came into conflict with Nikolai 
 RimskyKorsakov, whose composition classes he was attend
ing, and who had edited the opera, Boris Godunov, by Modest Mussorgsky, altering the 
radical music aspects of this opera; Melngailis was outspoken in his criticism for this 
action. He was expelled from the Conservatory and completed his studies as an exter
nal student. When later in 1920 not a few European music authorities called for resto
ration of the original version of the opera by Mussorgsky, it developed that the orches
tral score was missing. Melngailis was able to recreate a score from the original version 
for piano, and organised the Latvian National Opera staging it in May 1924 in Riga — 
this was the first stage presentation of the original version of Boris Godunov anywhere 
in the world. Subsequently this opera has been reinstrumented by a number of com
posers, including Dmitri Shostakovich, and the version edited by RimskyKorsakov in 
unaltered form is no longer staged anywhere.

Several other Latvian composers made their debut during the period preceding 
the First World War in whose original works romanticism was enlivened by new musi
cal tendencies current in Western Europe at the end of the 19th century. Jānis Zālītis, 
who was influenced by symbolism, presented visionary musical scenes based on the 
text of his solo songs creating that way an ecstatic spiritual atmosphere. His original 
works clearly show that German influences on Latvian music were gradually being re
placed by the influence of French composers, a tendency that became widespread 
during the 1920s and 1930s.

Three brothers — Jāzeps, Jēkabs, and Jānis Mediņš — all composing works in a 
neoromantic style, made their debut on the threshold of the 20th century. The young
est of the three — Jānis Mediņš as the composer of his generation with the most ex
tensive scope and also a conductor of orchestras, writing four operas, ballets, many 
symphonic and orchestral works, as well as solo songs was able to develop national 

24 Apkalns, L. Lettische Musik. Wiesbaden: Breitkopf und Härtel, S. 166.
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neoromanticism to its apparently highest level. In much the same way as his contem
poraries Richard Strauss and Sergei Rachmaninoff, he sustained the neoromantic 
paradigm up until the 1940. The operatic drama style of Jānis Mediņš first was demon
strated in 1919 in the operatic dilogy Uguns un nakts (Fire and Night), based on a play 
by Rainis; later the two operas were fused into one which has been produced several 
times up until today. His most prolific period spanned the 1920s and 1930s, when 
Jānis Mediņš held the post of principal conductor of the Latvian Radio Symphony Or
chestra for 15 years, and, as a guest conductor, he presented programmes of Latvian 
Symphonic Music by radio studio orchestras in Budapest, Helsinki, Kaunas, Prague, 
Tallinn, and Warsaw; his Cello Concerto was part of the repertoire of several German 
virtuosi, and a German orchestra played his 2nd Symphonic Suite in various cities in 
Germany.

By finishing the opera Fire and Night and several even earlier symphonic pieces 
Jānis Mediņš appeared to have brought to a close the initial phase of the creation and 
development of Latvian music. Over the approximately 50 years of its inception, Lat
vian music had accumulated permanent works in all important music genres and in 
this sense it had caught up with the European musical cultures which had pedigrees of 
many centuries. However, this quasi forced development had its negative aspects. The 
total number of original works was not evenly distributed over musical genres. Only in 
a few genres there were works with such merit that they were comparable with the best 
works in other European countries and could find acceptance there. These genres were 
solo and choir songs, piano music, opera and several pieces of symphonic music. 

During the period preceding the First World War, Latvian musicians also started 
to appear in European concert halls and opera houses, although an organisational 
structure was absent and creation of a Latvian Conservatory was delayed until 1919. 
The first performers to appear were singers. In 1905, Malvīne Vīgnere-Grīnberga, 
who sang folk songs par excellence, studied in Berlin, and gave a concert there with a 
programme of Latvian folk songs and solo songs, earning acclaim in local reviews.25 
Pauls Sakss was a lyric tenor who graduated from the Rome Conservatory in 1909 and 
was later an excellent opera singer and teacher. After his studies in Denmark from 1911 
to 1914, the heroic tenor Rūdolfs Bērziņš sang many opera roles — including nine in 
operas by Richard Wagner — in Stuttgart, Münster, and Halle, and later gave concerts 
in Denmark and Sweden. The musical career of baritone Ādolfs Kaktiņš, started in 
1913 at the Nuremberg Opera House, was interrupted by the outbreak of the First 
World War.

A massive stream of refugees, several hundred thousand in all, some voluntarily, 
others compelled to do so, left Latvia to go to Russia, once the German front line 
reached the territory of Latvia; schools and various institutions were evacuated. Refu
gees established supply and cultural organisations once they arrived in Russia. These 
organisations also arranged to hold public concerts, including some with symphony 
orchestras; in this way Latvian music was introduced to the residents of several large 
cities of Russia, also gaining reviews in the Russian press.

25 Berliner Lokal-Anzeiger, 1905, 10. Nov.; Signale für die Musikalische Welt, 1906, 18. Juli.
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In 1915, Latvian national army units were formed as part of the Russian army, the 
socalled riflemen battalions, later regiments, which also had orchestras in their ranks, 
including symphonic ones. One of these orchestras which was giving regular concerts 
in Petrograd in 1917 was destined to be the core of the future orchestra of the Latvian 
National Opera. Teodors Reiters, the conductor of this orchestra, together with Jāzeps 
Vītols and others, created an opera troupe, Latvju opera, in Petrograd in 1918 which 
alongside with an orchestra attracted Latvian singers and musicians who were scat
tered among the mass of refugees throughout Russia; in a daring and risky way a semi
legal repatriation train journey brought them to Riga, still occupied by the German 
army then, leaving Bolshevik Petrograd behind. This private opera company staged its 
first performances in Riga in the autumn of that year, and after the proclamation of 
Latvian independence on 18 November 1918, it was transformed into a state institu
tion, the Latvian National Opera (LNO; since 2015 — the Latvian National Opera and 
Ballet, LNOB).

The period of independence (1918–1940)

Other statesupported music institutions were founded, while the Latvian National 
Opera began to work intensively each season staging as many as seven new produc
tions and became an impressive centre for music in Latvia. The second most important 
centre for music was the Latvian Conservatory which had international teaching staff 
and which gradually acquired the right to function as a venue for concerts. The foun
dation Kultūras fonds (Cultural Foundation) was established in 1920 to support music 
education, training and holding concerts abroad. The national radio system, Rīgas 
Radio fons (as of 1938, Latvijas Radiofons), began broadcasting in 1925; eventually, the 
music department led by Jānis Mediņš, organised broadcasts of performances by the 
symphony orchestra and music ensembles, and solo performers, these making up ap
proximately 50% of all the broadcast time.26 From the summer of 1931 onwards, there 
were live broadcasts of concerts during the symphony season — at the time this was a 
novel form of radio broadcasting. During the 1930s, cooperation between the radio 
systems of the Baltic States started, as well as international retransmission of concerts 
which were regulated by a Genevabased organisation, the Union internationale de 
Radio diffusion. This channel for European relations of Latvian music was closed as part 
of the USSR occupation and annexation in 1940; however, after the restoration of in
dependence, Latvijas Radio has been an active member of the Euroradio broadcasting 
system — both receiving and contributing programmes. The dissemination of Latvian 
music was significantly influenced by the Bellaccord Electro record company, which 
started in Riga in 1930; recordings were made in the studios of Latvijas Radiofons. In 
addition, the company produced records in Estonia, Sweden, Finland, and China, and 
in 1940 its annual output was more than 140 000 units. During the 1930s, Bellaccord 
Electro took part in exhibitions held in Stockholm and Brussels, thereby paving the 

26 Latvijas Valsts arhīvs (Latvian State Archives), 2156 f., 1. apr., 2. l., 43., 83. lp.
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way for recordings and performing artists from Latvia to gain worldwide re cog
nition.27 

Members of the Latvian National Opera company were still the leading representa
tives of Latvian music and performing arts in the world. In 1925, Ādolfs Kaktiņš spent 
one season as a member of the Opéra MonteCarlo (Monaco), earning recognition in 
the local press.28 He was a frequent performer in operas and concerts in Helsinki, 
 Kaunas, Tallinn, Prague (1927), Munich (1927), Stockholm (1929), and Warsaw 
(1938). The outstanding soprano, Milda Brehmane-Štengele, along with stage per
formances in the Baltic States and Russia, sang with the Deutsche Staatsoper in Berlin 
(1928). The tenor Arturs Priednieks-Kavara was a soloist for the same opera company 
at the time when he was a music student in Germany from 1927 to 1931. While pursu
ing further studies in Vienna from 1935 to 1937, he sang with the Vienna State Opera, 
as well as was a guest singer with opera companies in Zurich, Geneva, and Graz. The 
popular tenor Mariss Vētra pursued music education in Italy (1923–1926), and from 
1929 to 1934 he sang with theatres in Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia, as well as 
had roles in films. The soprano Amanda Liberte-Rebane, whose dramatic voice 
spanned a wide range, worked in theatres in Yugoslavia and England, as well as was a 
guest soloist with operas in European capitals. The soprano Alīda Vāne had more 
opera engagements abroad than with the Latvian National Opera. She studied in Italy 
(1922–1925), and, thereafter, for 10 years, she sang principal roles with opera houses 
in Italy, managing to perform in the USA (1931–1932), and subsequently, in Holland, 
Argentina, Uruguay, and Chile (1935–1936) as well. After a oneyear engagement with 
the Neues Deutsches Theater in Prague, Alīda Vāne returned to Latvia in 1938, where 
she sang with the Latvian National Opera, as well as with the Liepāja Opera until 1944; 
she also gave guest concerts in Sweden and Norway (1938).29

The best amateur choirs from Latvia — Reitera koris, directed by Teodors Reiters, 
the principal conductor of the orchestra of the Latvian national Opera; Dziesmuvara, 
under the direction of the composer Ādolfs Ābele; as well as choirs of the University 
of Latvia, in the course of several concert tours, introduced Latvian choral music and 
singing skills to audiences in many European countries. In 1928, the LNO choir, acting 
upon a suggestion made by Feodor Chaliapin, journeyed to Berlin, where it took part 
in three opera productions.

It is important to recall that the community of musicians in Latvia was ethnically 
very mixed, especially during the 1920s, since many individuals who left Russia after 
the 1917 October Revolution found a home in Latvia. Among these were Dmitry 
 Arbenin and Pyotr Melnikov, directors at the LNO, as well as the internationally re
nowned conductor, Emil Cooper, who produced 13 operas in Riga in three years 
(1925–1928). Later Latvia was among the few countries which offered refuge to Jews 

27 Bolgzds, I. Skaņuplates. Latvju enciklopēdija 1962–1982. Andersons, E. (red.). Rokville, 1990, 307. lpp.; Ru
dzītis, H. Manas dzīves dēkas. Bruklina: Grāmatu draugs, 1984, 149. lpp.; Bērtiņš, A. G. Latviešu skaņuplašu 
vēsture. Rīgā, 2015, 174.–176. lpp.

28 Le Petit Monégasque, 1925, 15. II, 14, 19. III; L`Eclaireur, 1925, 15. II; Le Courrier Musical, 1925, 15. IV. 
29 For more details on the activities of these performers see, Latvju enciklopēdija, Stokholma, I–III, 1950, 1951, 

1955.
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Fig.  6. Jānis Kalniņš and Alfrēds Kalniņš (from the 
collection of the Literature and Music Museum, 
RMM, 207772)
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persecuted under the Nazi regime. Leo Blech 
was one of such refugees who moved from 
Berlin to Riga in 1937 to work at the LNO; in 
1941, he was able, in advance of German Nazi 
occupation of Latvia, to flee to Stockholm. Le-
onīds Vīgners and Arvīds Jansons, later 
wellrecognised Latvian conductors, num
bered among his students in Riga.

The immigrants from Russia who came to 
Latvia in the 1920s often established links with 
higher institutions of musical education in 
Germany, an example followed by Baltic Ger
mans. Eduard Erdmann, who had studied in 
Riga with the Swedish pianist Bror Mőllersten 
for ten years since his childhood, continued to 
study piano and music composition at the 
Staatliche Hochschule für Musik, at Cologne. He pursued an international career as an 
outstanding concert pianist in Germany from 1919 to 1950, and was also wellre
spected as a composer in Germany. The Conservatory of Latvia established in 1919 
was able to turn out highcalibre virtuosi only during the 1930s. Only a few were able 
to demonstrate their skills in Western Europe before the occupation of Latvia in 1940. 
In 1938, Hermanis Brauns perfected his skills in Paris, where he also worked as a 
 pianist accompanist at music schools and took part in a concert tour of Belgium. 
 Hermanis Godess also studied in Paris and Vienna, but was incarcerated in Buchen
wald concentration camp but, nevertheless, after the war until 1949, he was a concert 
pianist in Germany; later in the 1950s, he engaged in up to ten concert tours each year 
in the USA, and from 1960 he devoted himself to teaching, took part in the musical 
life of the Latvian diaspora and was active as a teacher and chamber musician until his 
death in 2002.

The best results in terms of new Latvian music during the interwar years were 
achieved in the fields of opera and symphonic music. The contribution to musical the
atre by Jānis Mediņš consisted of three operas and two ballets, but the segment Ārija 
(1922) of his Second Symphonic Suite is still found in the repertoire of European sym
phony orchestras in the 21st century. After the war, the Piano Concerto by Jānis Mediņš 
was played outside Latvia. The most original in terms of style among the other opera 
composers, was Jānis Kalniņš, who wrote three operas and two ballets, and whose 
opera Hamlets (libretto by the composer based on the tragedy by Shakespeare) in 
terms of its radical style and dissonant tone can be compared favourably with works by 
Sergei Prokofiev. In the decades after the end of the Second World War, Jānis Kalniņš 
conducted a number of symphony orchestras and worked in higher musical education 
in the Canadian province of New Brunswick, where he was honoured several times 
by  Canadian Government authorities. He wrote four symphonies and many works 
for  orchestra and chamber music. The most scintillating original instrumental works 
to  appear during the interwar period in Latvia were two piano concertos by 



534 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

 Volfgangs  Dārziņš. This composer had a prolific career as a concert pianist in the 
USA, as well as held a teaching post at the School of Music, University of Washington, 
where in the 1950s, his Second Piano Sonata was adopted as a model work for courses 
on analysis of modern music.30 

Occupation, the war and the diaspora

After the occupation and annexation of the Baltic States by the USSR in the sum
mer of 1940, all Latvian music relations could go in one direction only — eastwards. 
Music societies were abolished; music establishments and concert repertoires were 
subjected to the dictates of Soviet authorities. Music activities by the Baltic German 
community in Riga ceased; these had been an interesting alternative to daily expres
sions of Latvian music during the interwar period. On the basis of an agreement 
reached between Germany and the USSR at the beginning of the Second World War, 
the Baltic German community was “repatriated” and this community finally ceased to 
exist in the Baltic region.31 Departure of the Baltic Germans was a significant cultural 
loss for Latvia, and it meant that a unique music bridge to Europe disappeared.

Occupation of Latvia by Nazi Germany set in a year after the Soviet occupation 
and a shortlived diaspora was created by the relatively few musicians who, for various 
reasons fled to Russia and found themselves in the rear area of the Red Army. A so
called State Artistic Ensemble of the Latvian SSR was formed rallying Latvian musi
cians who previously lived in Russia and which consisted among other troupes, of 
groups of singers, dancers, choirs, theatre companies and groups of writers. The out
standing coloratura soprano Elfrīda Pakule, who as a competitor in a competition had 
been held back in Moscow by the outbreak of hostilities, attracted a lot of attention by 
participating in leading roles in the Bolshoi Theatre and through concerts. Her songs 
and those by other artists and the piano pieces played by Hermanis Brauns occasion
ally reached the outside world thanks to the USSR foreign radio broadcasts. Nilss 
Grīnfelds, a Latvian composer, brought up in Russia, produced a oneact opera Rūta 
on the theme of Nazi occupation and the war (1943), and this opera was staged in the 
context of the socalled Review of Latvian Music in Moscow, at the Stanislavsky Opera 
House with Latvian solo performers and choir, backed by the USSR Symphony 
 Orchestra. Evidently, such reviews were arranged basically as the propaganda for the 
Soviet regime.32

30 Lesiņš, K. Volfganga Dārziņa skanīgais mantojums. Latvju Mūzika, 6, 1973, 538. lpp.
31 At least two Baltic German composers significantly influenced music life in Riga until 1939. One was the 

very prolific composer of solo songs and chamber music, the lawyer Walter Freymann, (1886–1945), who 
had founded several music societies and who was one of the principal organisers of musical life among Bal
tic Germans. Aleksandr Maria Schnabel (1889–1969) had studied music in Vienna and subsequently was 
a student of Jāzeps Vītols in Riga, composed many vocal and instrumental and symphonic works, as well as 
some pieces for musical theatre. His four act dance drama Der Aufruhr was staged in 1929 by the Latvian 
National Opera. Schnabel organised Baltic German concerts with a wide purview and held private concerts 
with an audience of more than 100 spectators at his private residence.

32 Grīnfelds, N. Atmiņu lappuses. Dziesma cīņā, 1969, 18.–23. lpp.
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The Nazi German occupation authorities did not recognise Latvian statehood, de
spised Baltic nationalism, described original art works as degenerate (entartete Kunst) 
and forbade music composed in enemy states to be played, although the regime did 
not define particular propaganda goals for new creative works. Remarkably many con
certs were given in Latvia during the war years due to local musicians and individuals 
brought in from Germany. However, despite Nazi propaganda praising the unity of 
“New Europe”, European artistic values were largely ignored. Artistic life was oriented 
almost exclusively towards “Greater Germany” — with a massive influx into the Baltic 
region of guest artists and attempts to transform the socalled Ostland, i.e. the Baltic 
region into a part of “German culture space”. Concert programmes for some seasons 
even had to include a compulsory quota of 50% German music, although only a single 
instance is known whereby a German conductor had included a few pieces written by 
Latvian composers in a concert in Germany. However, it is true that among the Ger
man citizens who came to Latvia there were a number of intellectuals who appreciated 
Latvian music and even praised it. One of these was the writer Walter Bloem, who 
published enthusiastic reviews in newspapers of the opera Baņuta by Alfrēds 
Kalniņš.33

Matters in the performing arts were somewhat different. As the war dragged on, 
the occupation authorities realised that the sense of being on the same cultural level 
had to be cultivated to ensure loyalty of the occupied nations. A Summer Academy 
for Foreigners, wherein Master Classes were offered by recognised performing artists, 
was established at the Mozarteum centre in Salzburg, which historically studied the 
music and works of Mozart. The cellist Atis Teihmanis, conductors Oļģerts Bištēviņš 
and Bruno Skulte, attended these courses in the summer of 1943. The first of these 
artists gave concerts in Salzburg and Berlin in the summer of 1944; his repertoire in
cluded the Cello Concerto by Jānis Mediņš. After the war, he joined the Latvian String 
Quartet formed in Germany (Latviešu stīgu kvartets. 1st violin, Arvīds Norītis, 2nd vio
lin, Voldemārs Ruševics, viola, Eduards Vīnerts). In only a few years this quartet 
gave more than 400 concerts in European countries gaining international recognition, 
but over several decades from 1947 onwards A. Teihmanis was a university lecturer at 
the Hochschule für Musik in Freiburg (Germany), and gave solo concerts or was a 
part of an ensemble on tours to various European cities. The conductor Oļģerts 
Bištēviņš continued his studies in Salzburg with Clemens Krauss, and after the war 
immigrated to Argentina where until 1964 he directed the Symphony Orchestra in 
Cόrdoba, also performing with an orchestra in Buenos Aires and other cities in South 
America and Europe. For his part, the composer and conductor Bruno Skulte con
ducted performances of the Latvian Diaspora Opera Troup in Oldenburg (Germany) 
in 1946 and 1947 and years later led the Latvian Choir of New York, wrote an opera 
Vilkaču mantiniece (The Heiress of Vilkači), staged in Riga in 2011 by the Latvian 
 National Opera, as well as ballets and cantatas. The violinist Olafs Ilziņš, who had 

33 See: Bloem, W. Banjuta – beglückendes Erlebnis. Zwischen Norden und Osten, Danzig, 1942, 26. Febr.; 
Bloem, W. Gedanken um lettische Oper. Detsche Zeitung im Ostland, 1942, 10. Jan.



536 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

begun his  career in Latvia as a child prodigy, continued his studies 
in Germany during the war. For several decades after the war, he 
was active in Venezuela where he taught at music educational es
tablishments in Caracas and other Venezuelan cities and gave solo 
concerts in South America and Europe.34

Latvian composers wrote creative works in all music genres, 
and some of their works earned a wide response. Already in the 
1930s, Jānis Ivanovs had become wellknown for his symphonic 
poems, as well as for his Third Symphony; this lyrical work com
pounded by dramatic expression was probably the only prewar 
Latvian symphony which most accurately reflected the period. The 
thematic reach of his Fourth Symphony, first performed in 1943, 
was even broader — it expressed the beauty of a disappearing civi
lisation  as well as its tragedy, and was in tune with the atmosphere 
prevailing during the Second World War. Stylistically the rich im
pressionistic harmony beloved of Jānis Ivanovs alternated with an 
extraordinarily heightened melodious expression to piece together 
a monumental fresco. This work was the most determined step 

taken by Latvian music to leave national romanticism behind and to advance towards 
modern music typical of the second half of the 20th century. The Symphony was well 
received by the press in Germany. Although later this work was severely criticised and 
banned as a part of the previously mentioned Soviet campaign against the socalled 
formalism in music.

The concert pianist and composer Lūcija Garūta, who had continued her music 
studies in Paris with Alfred Cortot and Paul Dukas during the 1920s and was a note
worthy composer of solo songs, experienced a triumph with her cantata, Dievs, Tava 
zeme deg (God Thy Earth is Aflame), a musical documentary of the horrors of war and 
the looming second Soviet occupation in the spring of 1944. This work has been re
peatedly published, translated into several languages, was banned in Latvia from 1945 
to 1988; subsequently, it was performed in Riga in anticipation of the restoration of the 
state independence, and it has been repeatedly performed, as well as recorded abroad 
in the 21st century.35

34 A number of other musicians from Latvia studied in Salzburg during the war years. Herta Lūse, a soloist 
with the Latvian National Opera performed at concerts and took part in operas in Germany; later she gave 
concerts in England and Sweden, and emigrated to the USA. Paula Brīvkalne was a member of the Olden
burg Latvian Opera Troupe and later sang in German theatres. The composer Richard Strauss recognised 
her for the best interpretation of the title role in his opera Salome. Brīvkalne was also a guest performer at 
the Bayreuth Festival, performed in 27 theatres in Germany, as well as in other cities in Europe. In 1944, 
Ksenija Bidiņa-Straube followed advanced studies in Vienna, where she performed at the Opera, took part 
in several sound films produced by Wien-Film, sang in Vienna and Berlin radio programmes. She went on 
concert tours in England with a wide repertoire, and took part in the BBC broadcasts.

35 Between 1947 and 1953, the cantata was published in eight different language versions. These have been 
published in a single volume, see: Garūta, L. Eglītis, A. Dievs, tava zeme deg / God, Thy Earth is Aflame! Rīgā: 
Musica Baltica, 2012.

Fig. 7. Jānis Ivanovs (from the 
collection of Composers Union 
of Latvia) 
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Jānis Mediņš continued to work as a conductor with Latvijas Radiofons through
out the war years; however, when this entity became a part of the ReichsRundfunk
Gesellschaft of Germany, in 1944, Mediņš was transferred to work in Germany. After 
the war, in 1948, he settled in Sweden, where he wrote a lot of chamber music pieces;  
these showed a renewed and revitalised style. A tworecord set was produced in 
 Sweden, consisting of two substantial extracts from the poem for voice and symphony 
orchestra, Vēstules Pēram Gintam (Letters to Peer Gynt), which J. Mediņš had written 
in 1943; the programme included other works of his, and some by other Latvian com
posers.36 A Swedish critic wrote, in assessing this recording and honouring the 70th 
birthday of the composer, “In the two letters to Peer Gynt (Vēstules Pēram Gintam) 
Mediņš has been successful in allowing words to flow ahead of an inexhaustible sound 
stream”.37

Several other composers were active during the war years — Pēteris Barisons, 
Jānis Ķepītis, Jānis Norvilis, Marģeris Zariņš, Arvīds Žilinskis — in particular as 
regards vocal music, solo songs and songs for choirs, whose themes subtly but une
quivocally dealt with real wartime issues, the death of dreams, and disappointment. In 
terms of style, this period did not contribute much new to Latvian music, and overall, 
the period was destructive to music culture. Entry of the Nazis into Riga in 1941 was 
associated with the loss of the library of Latvijas Radiofons which had held music 
manuscripts and notes written by many composers; furthermore, during the retreat of 
1944, the building housing Latvijas Radiofons was burned down. A number of build
ings housing music schools were destroyed. But the loss of human lives was incompa
rably greater. Approximately 20 000 individuals were arrested by the Nazis on political 
grounds, a number of composers were harassed and persecuted. Many musicians, 
music teachers and students were caught up in the Holocaust. The loss of Latvian mu
sicians in repressions, at the front lines and in labour service was greatly exceeded by 
civilian evacuees, some were forced to leave left Latvia in 1944, others fearing Soviet 
repression, but with the hope of returning to Latvia soon. Thus both occupying 
 powers — the Bolshevik and the Nazi powers — were responsible for this mass evacu
ation. Only few individuals returned to Sovietoccupied Latvia from Germany soon 
after the end of the war, and about 50% of  the cultural and scientific elite of Latvia re
mained in the West as refugees. According to estimates by the music historian 
Valentīns Bērzkalns, “about one third of those involved with music in Latvia went 
into exile, but in several categories, for example among composers, this percentage was 
even greater.”38

For two or three years after the end of the war, the absolute majority of Latvian 
civi lian refugees, numbering around 100  000, who lived in approximately 300 dis
placed persons camps in Germany and Austria39, hoped for an imminent return home 

36 Paula Brīvkalne was the soloist, with the Stockholm Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by Jānis Mediņš; it 
was recorded by the company, Latvian Music, and produced by Deutsche Grammophon Gesellschaft.

37 Berg, C., Janis Medins och lettisk music. Dagens Nyheter, 8 October 1960, as cited in, Zemzare, I. Varoņa 
mīla un dzīve (1890–1966). Jānis Mediņš. Toņi un pustoņi: Mana dzīve. Rīga: Liesma, 1992, 22. lpp.

38 Bērzkalns, V. Latviešu dziesmu svētki trimdā, 1946–1965. [New York]: Grāmatu draugs, 1968, 26. lpp.
39 See the article, DP nometnes Vācijā. Latvju enciklopēdija. Švābe, A. (red.). Stokholma, 1950, 507. lpp.
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which would be made possible only after political changes were to come about. Hun
dreds of choirs were active, some of which approaching a professional level. The 
choir Dziesmu vairogs directed by Arnolds Kalnājs, was invited to give a concert for 
the benefit of the corps of reporters accredited to the Nurnberg War Crimes Tribu
nal. The soldiers’ choir, Zuikas vīru koris, which was formed while fights were still 
going on at the front lines in Kurzeme, with Roberts Zuika as its conductor, became 
the first Latvian choir in history to participate in an international competition and 
won a high standing at the 1953 Llangollen International Music Festival in Wales. 
This choir received acclaim in the German press both as participants in concerts or
ganised by German concert agencies in their place of residence Lubeck40, and in 
concert tours in other cities in Germany.41 The numerous amateur choirs gave con
certs chiefly in refugee camps, but they attracted the most interest joining together at 
choir festivals.42

Once refuges had dispersed migrating to various countries seeking work, Latvian 
Diaspora Song Festivals took place in several parallel sequences, i.e. separately in 
each country of residence: in England, taking place roughly every other year (from 
1949, they were labelled as dziesmu dienas), in the USA they took place every five 
years (from 1953 onwards), in Canada every five years (from 1953 onwards), annu
ally in Australia (from 1951 onwards, as part of a broad celebration of Latvian cul
ture, Latviešu kultūras dienas Austrālijā), on the West Coast of the USA every two or 
three years (from 1962 onwards). The European Latvian Song Festivals occurred 
every four or five years up until the end of the 1980s (from 1964 onwards), as well as 
Days of Songs of Free Latvians of the World, open choirs from any diaspora commu
nity (from 1979 onwards); as well as a number of other types of song festivals was 
organised.43

These regularlyheld festivals or cultural gatherings were the reason why for 
many decades foreign press paid attention to Latvian music, in particular to concerts 

40 P. M. Kleiner Kulturspiegel. Ein Chorkonzert. Lübecker Freie Presse, 1947, 1. April; tz. Wir sehen, wir 
hőrten. Lettisches Liederkonzert. Fränkische Landeszeitung, 1947, 4. Oktober; etc.

41 Begeistert aufgenommenes Gastspiel der lettischen Chors. Vierheimer Tageblatt, 1957, 1. Juni; G. Sehnen 
nach der Heimat. Westfalen-Blatt, 1957, 12. Juli. 

42 It must be noted that this amateur choir activity in West Germany took place in the context of multinational 
daily refugee life, and Latvians were not the only ethnic community to act this way. In the same way as Latvi
ans did in Esslingen in 1947, Estonian choirs also organised a song festival in Augsburg. Lithuanians and 
Latvians lived side by side in the Augsburg refugee camp and thus a symphony orchestra Baltica functioned 
in this camp conducted by Eduards Eihe for some time.

43 The central event of all these festivals has always been a concert by the mass choirs with a programme of 
exclusively Latvian choir songs; however, other artistic events took place in these festivals, such as theatre 
performances, writers’ meetings, concerts by professional Latvian musicians, first performances of new 
music works, light music evenings, dance performances, etc. The largest Song Festivals in the USA and 
Canada attracted up to 1000 choir members and an audience of up to 10 000; they took place in prestigious 
venues in major cities. After the restoration of Latvian state independence in 1991 there were no barriers left 
to prevent foreign choirs to take part in the Song and Dance Festivals in Latvia; subsequently the importance 
of diaspora song festivals was diminished, but these festivals have not vanished.
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presenting new compositions.44 Furthermore, these reviews 
were far more strict and critical than those imbued with patri
otism and published by the Latvian press. This is readily under
standable since the dream of soon returning home gave the 
musical life of refugees the air of continuity with Latvia and 
encouraged a retrospective view, ultimately leading to a degree 
of nostalgic shallowness. In addition to high quality concerts a 
number of average and even weak concerts were given al
together too much social significance by the diaspora perio
dicals.

The almost inevitable consequences of life in a small closed 
émigré society influenced the appearance of new original works, 
in particular during the early years when these efforts were 
hampered by a deplorable standard of living and social interac
tion in  Germany which was devastated by the war. Nevertheless, 
monumental songs for choirs were written during the early years 
of exile by Jānis Kalniņš, as well as his Violin Concerto (1945), 
and many tens of other new works were created during the dec
ades he spent in Canada. It has already been noted that there was no interruption in 
the flow of new works by Jānis Mediņš, and, furthermore, he tangibly renewed his 
music style. The same can be said for Volfgangs Dārziņš and Alberts Jērums who had 
started to revise their music style already during the last years spent in their home
land.45

Tālivaldis Ķeniņš was one of the most visible Latvian composers living abroad 
during the second half of the 20th century. After finishing the Paris Conservatory 
during the chaotic postwar years, he became a professor of music composition at the 
University of Toronto, a member of the Canadian League of Composers, even briefly 
its President, as well as wrote eight symphonies, 15 instrumental concertos, more 
than 30 chamber music pieces, and other works; in these the composer achieved a 
fruitful amalgam of contemporary music style and techniques based on neoclassical 
aesthetics. Arnolds Šturms studied music composition in the USA and found 

44 The following reviews are only some of many which were published: in Canada — Cohen, S. Latvians fill 
Gardens with song. Toronto Daily Star, 6 July 1970; in Europe — Grewe, D. Monumente und Mythen. Kőlner 
Stadt-Anzeiger, 1973, 24. Juli; in the USA — Cohen, L. Latvian festival fascinating. Milwaukee Sentinel, 2 Juli 
1983; in Germany — Horst, M. Ein lettischer Lohengrin. Münstersche Zeitung, 1987, 7. Aug. 

45 Viewed globally the scene was typically rather different. Once the refugee camps were closed in Germany and 
musicians scattered around the world, composers underwent a certain degree of stratification so as gradu
ally to begin working in local orchestras and opera companies. Those who had completed their training and 
begun creative work in their homeland practically did not change their style and enjoyed an honoured place 
in Latvian musical life in foreign countries. Ādolfs Ābele, Jānis Cīrulis, Jānis Norvilis, Valdemārs Ozoliņš, 
Helmers Pavasars, and others, are examples of this phenomenon. However, the majority of those who had 
just graduated from the Conservatory of Latvia, or who had not yet completed their studies, found it easier 
to integrate into daily musical life in the Western world, including following trends in creative work, where
upon they embraced completely different styles.

Fig. 8. Tālivaldis Ķeniņš. Publicity 
photograph 
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 expression in original chamber music. Longīns Apkalns successfully kept up with 
developments of avantgarde techniques and confronted these with romantic and 
neoprimitive music idioms and Latvian folklore material in his intensely journalistic 
works. Gundaris Pone, a Professor at the State University of New York inspired by 
the New Left spirit of the 1960s developed his avantgarde music style to its limits, 
but turned back to a Gustav Mahler expressionistic style during the last decade of his 
life, producing enduring symphonic works. He received awards from organisations 
in the USA and Italy. Andrejs Jansons is a composer with a doctor’s degree as well as 
a conductor who has done a lot to popularise playing the kokle abroad, and whose 
ten musicals for youth based on classical Latvian literature, have been traditionally 
part of the programme of Latvian Song Festivals held in the USA. He has conducted 
concert versions of Latvian classical operas abroad, as well as staged the performance 
of vocal and instrumental works by Latvian composers living abroad in Latvia; he has 
contributed the most to unifying the two separated schools of Latvian music. Imants 
Ramiņš developed a unique choir singing style consistent with Latvian mentality yet 
based on the pantheistic rhythms of North American Indians which has become 
popular in Canada and elsewhere in the world. In the 21st century, the composers 
Dace Aperāne, Guntars Gedulis, Anita Kupriss, and others, born abroad, work 
seamlessly in their countries of residence, as well as contribute to musical life of 
Latvians living abroad.

A generation change has also taken place among instrumentalists in the diaspora. 
There were many experienced performers among those who immigrated after the war. 
A number of soloists who were able to find a place in the musical life of their countries 
of residence pursued a career on the stage and later turned to teaching.46 Others were 
able to participate in the musical life of the diaspora only. However, those who were 
young when they got abroad or who were born abroad, most often were successful in 
the concert life and operas of their countries of residence.47 This also applied to instru
mentalists. Only a few experienced individuals were able to continue to play.48 Many 

46 One such soloist was Ērika Burkēviča, who lived from 1948 onwards in Australia, where she sang on Aus
tralian Broadcasting Corporation radio and also gave concerts. Irēne Ēberšteine pursued a brilliant career 
as a voice teacher in Caracas, Venezuela. Marija Vintere combined giving concerts with teaching in Gothen
burg, Sweden.

47 Irēne Dzene-Pētersone gave solo concerts in Germany over 20 years (1955–1975). Rita Dzilna-Zaprauska 
had role in several operas in the USA, and from 1956 onwards she undertook several concert tours in 
 Europe. In the 1960s, Rūta Gerke studied music and made her debut in Vienna, later, in the 1970s, she sang 
in operas and operettas at venues in Germany. In the 1950s and 1960s, Renāte Gūtmane had roles in various 
operas, including modern operas staged in large city theatres in Germany. Ileāna Pētersone was educated in 
Stockholm, and, from 1965 onwards, she was a permanent soloist in the Royal Swedish Opera.

48 Among violinists — Alberts Bērziņš played in orchestras in Germany and Sweden; Rūdolfs Miķelsons was 
a music teacher in Australia over the period from 1949 to 1959 and subsequently, until 1981, he played in 
orchestras in the USA; Alfrēds Dunkels played in ensembles and orchestras in Sweden, also taught music. 
Among pianists — from 1949 Mirdza Stūre led a studio which taught the piano in Sydney, Australia; Hugo 
Štrauss played in concerts in Germany, and from 1949 onwards was a founder member of the Californian 
Latvian Trio (Kalifornijas Latviešu trio).
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more successful Latvian instrumentalists had either emigrated at an early age, or were 
born abroad.49

Soviet metamorphoses

Creative musical works and performance by instrumentalists of the diaspora were 
one part of Latvian music. The other part comprised those who grew up after the end 
of the war in once more occupied Latvia. Any contact was forbidden between these 
two parts during the first postwar decade up until the death of Stalin (1953); under 
totalitarian conditions there was no question that musicians might travel abroad for 
professional reasons, and the same applied to playing music originated from the mem
bers of the diaspora in Latvia. It is true that the Stalinist regime sought to create the 
 illusion abroad that the occupied Baltic States enjoyed a measure of sovereignty 
whereby a decorative Foreign Ministry of the Latvian SSR was established and along
side with the USSR delegations which travelled abroad, for example to the 1946 Paris 
Peace Conference and other fora delegations from the Baltic States were also taken to 
these. Concerts in Helsinki labelled as joint Latvian and Estonian concerts were given 
in 1951, with the participation of coloratura soprano Elfrīda Pakule, the tenor Arturs 
Frinbergs, the cellist Ernests Bertovskis, as well as Dzidra Jansone who played a 
kokle on this occasion. She was also included in the USSR delegation to the 4th World 
Festival of Youth and Students which took place in August 1953 in Bucharest 

49 The viola player Andra Dārziņa, studied and began her career as a soloist in Australia, from 1980, she lived 
in Europe playing in prestigious ensembles and orchestras. The pianist Uga Grants went on regular concert 
tours to the USA, Canada, Australia, and Europe from 1963 onwards. The violinist Ieva Graubiņa-Bravo 
was born and began her musical education in Latvia, but came to the West after marriage, i.e. on the basis of 
family reunification, lived in Chile, from 1971 onwards, in London, she has given concerts in South America, 
in European countries and in North America. The sisters Ingrīda and Karina Gutbergs, who after studying 
in Austria, formed the Gutberg Piano Duo, Gutbergu klavieru duets, in 1948, which gave concerts in many 
countries. From 1950 onwards, both sisters taught music in the USA, and have also given solo concerts. The 
violinist Gunārs Larsens was born, educated, and from early childhood onwards embarked on a soloist’s 
career in Australia; from 1973 onwards, he lived in Switzerland where he taught the violin for 40 years at the 
Luzern Conservatory. The cellist Jānis Laurs, also was born and educated in Australia, pursued additional 
studies and gave concerts in Switzerland and the USA; in 1975, he returned to Australia where he played 
in ensembles, for 16 years he was a concertmaster of the Adelaide Symphony Orchestra, and for 30 years, 
a lecturer at the Elder Conservatorium of Music; in 2015, he initiated the international festival, Čello Cēsis, 
in Latvia. Since 1950, the cellist Ingus Nāruns has given concerts and led a chamber music ensemble which 
he founded, as well as led a cello studio in the USA. The concert pianist Arturs Ozoliņš was born in the 
postwar Germany, and after studying mostly in Paris he has lived in Toronto from 1958 onwards, and over 
50 years he has given more than 350 concerts worldwide, with a repertoire which included 30 concertos 
for piano with orchestra; he has recorded more than 10 albums. The violinist and conductor Viktors Zie-
donis founded the Latvian Trio ensemble in 1945 in Augsburg, and playing with this ensemble, from 1949 
onwards, he gave approximately 300 concerts in postwar Europe and in the USA, where he has since been a 
concertmaster and member of orchestras.
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( Romania). But this happened after Stalin’s departure from the political stage, when 
the situation as regards foreign contacts was slightly liberalised. Thereafter vocal artists 
from Latvia were included more often in certain Soviet cultural events, the socalled 
“peace marches” and those in honour of the friendship between peoples the political 
message of which was, of course, to propagandise the socialist art of the USSR; partici
pants from Latvia were chosen on the basis of political loyalty, they were strictly super
vised and accompanied by agents of the security services.50

There were few opportunities to work and live abroad more or less permanently. 
Artists had to study at the Moscow State Conservatory and everyone had to become a 
“Soviet Artist” in the full sense of this appellation.51

Soviet authorities in Latvia, while distancing from the postwar diaspora, never
theless assiduously followed the progress of Latvian cultural events abroad, as they did 
not want to appear less responsive to the wishes and needs of society. Thus the musical 
life of the Latvian diaspora indirectly influenced the cultural life of their countrymen 
in their homeland.52 It appears that their activities may have induced the Soviet autho
rities in Latvia to decide in favour of holding Song Festivals. Permitting these to take 
place meant renewing a tradition dating from the 19th century and the period of inde

50 These artists were mostly LNO soloists. In addition to the individuals already mentioned, their number 
included Vera Davidone, Regīna Frinberga, Pēteris Grāvelis, and Edgars Plūksna. Elfrīda Pakule 
together with her husband, the bass Aleksandrs Daškovs, sang duets during short visits abroad to Den
mark, Norway and Germany. The LNO prima donna Žermēna Heine-Vāgnere, was well received during 
her visits abroad, and later the same applied to younger singers, the mezzosoprano Laima Andersone, 
as well as the tenors Jānis Zābers, Kārlis Zariņš. Both of the latter had to compete fiercely with stars 
from Moscow and Leningrad, these traditionally being favoured, for the right to pursue music studies 
abroad, in the case of J. Zābers, at the Milan Teatro alla Scala (1963–1964) and for K. Zariņš at the Bul
garian State Conservatory of Music, Sofia, and while studying there he sang with the State Plovdiv Opera 
(1960). 

51 The concert pianist Ilze Graubiņa studied in Moscow and won a gold medal at the J. S. Bach International 
Competition in Leipzig; she became an internationally recognised virtuoso and during the last decade of 
the 20th century, together with her sister, the violinist Ieva Graubiņa-Bravo, she gave concerts as part of a 
chamber music ensemble in France, Italy, Canada, and elsewhere. A second possibility for working abroad 
was through marriage with a foreign partner. Rasma Lielmane-Cortes, who realised this possibility, has 
given concerts in Europe, the American continent and Africa, and, from 1971 onwards, has taught at the 
National Conservatory of Music (of Mexico) in Mexico City. Somewhat later the right to leave the USSR 
could be obtained by Soviet Jews. The cellist Mischa Maisky, originally from Riga left in 1973 for Israel, 
after winning international competitions regularly held concerts in the USA, Europe, Australia, and most 
often in Japan. The violinist Gidon Kremer, who grew up in Riga and who has won many international 
competitions, left Latvia in 1975, but returned after the state independence was regained and, in 1997, 
established a chamber orchestra for young Baltic musicians, Kremerata Baltica, with which he has given 
concerts in many countries around the world, recorded approximately 30 albums and more than 100 solo 
albums by himself.

52 For example, if seven major cultural events had not taken place in Germany already in 1946 wherein choirs 
gathered together (the socalled days of song with 500 participants on each occasion, at different venues) 
and if the first diaspora Song Festival had not taken place (24 choirs, 1000 singers, with an audience of 
10 000) had not taken place in 1947 in Esslingen (in the US occupation zone), then it is scarcely credible 
that Soviet authorities would have risked allowing a Latvian Song Festival to take place in 1948.
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pendence, a tradition that Bolshevik propaganda 
described as an expression of the socalled bour
geois nationalism.53

The first several postwar years proved to be 
the most difficult time in musical life. The new oc
cupation that set in after the end of the war finally 
allowed accounting to be drawn of the enormous 
losses of human resources and music infrastruc
ture (the Radiofons building and its library had 
been destroyed, the Blackheads House with its 
concert hall was in ruins, the Conservatory had 
been ransacked), while ringing down the Iron Cur
tain meant isolation from the outside world. How
ever, ordinary people cast off the horrors of war 
and hoped for renewal of life, including musical 
life. Several new conductors appeared, and their 
leadership lasted for a long period of time, Edgars 
Tons, Arvīds Jansons, Rihards Glāzups, Jānis Dūmiņš and others (including the 
brothers Imants and Gido Kokars, who later formed the Riga Chamber Choir Ave sol 
which, from the 1970s onwards, represented the best of contemporary Latvian music 
in concert tours abroad). Musical life benefitted from the state financing, which, how
ever, was linked to intense ideological pressure. In particular, composers suffered 
under these circumstances. The Composers’ Union of the Latvian SSR, which was cre
ated in 1944 by the government and which was subordinated to the Communist Party, 
acted during the first ten years of its existence as a tool for reeducation and manipula
tion of its members. Therefore, the postwar years, which were particularly replete 
with harsh demands for the socalled Soviet themes, songs for the masses and socialist 
realism, resulted in few new works to have endured as memorable and many which 
were opportunistic — the collection of national classics was only added to by the 
threeact ballet Brīvības sakta (1950, based on the themes found in the play, Spēlēju, 
dancoju, by Rainis) composed by Ādolfs Skulte54, the 6th Symphony (1949) and the 
 Violin Concerto (1951) by Jānis Ivanovs, as well as late works by Alfrēds Kalniņš. Stag
nation of style was aided by the 1948 campaign against the socalled formalism in 
music, already mentioned above in this article.

53 Although red flags with a hammer and sickle were prominently displayed in Song Festivals held under the 
Soviet regime, and the programme included quite a few songs praising the regime, ordinary people in Latvia 
took advantage of the possibility to join together in choirs, where Latvian was spoken and folk songs were 
sung. National level Song Festivals which in 1948 were complemented by a Festival of Folk Dances were 
held every five years until 1985, with the mass choir numbering 10–15 thousand singers. The regime sought 
to diminish the national unity aspects of these festivals, and although all music societies had been closed, 
in fact, many choirs became choral societies, with their own premises and manner of working. During the 
period leading to the struggle for the state independence at the turn of the 1980s/1990s choirs turned out to 
be the best organised part of society and it is not by chance that the restoration of independence earned the 
appellation of the Singing Revolution.

54 News about the music score for this ballet had crossed Soviet borders — the Composers’ Union of Latvia 
was asked by the National Theatre in Prague for a copy of the piano part of the score so that it might eventu
ally be played in Czechoslovakia. A performance never took place for various reasons. 

Fig. 9. Ādolfs Skulte (from the Composers’ 
Union of Latvia collection) 
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After the death of Stalin (1953) the Soviet regime tolerated some widening of the 
framework for original works — this, however, concerned details only since the princi
ple that art was a propaganda tool remained unaltered, as well as the idea that artists 
assisted the Communist Party in its work. However, the ideological line on music 
taken by Moscow underwent liberalisation; socialist realism was still invoked, but its 
definition gradually accommodated a lot of new music techniques and styles, provid
ing that they “reflected real life of the time”. During the totalitarian period, portrayal of 
peoples as individuals had been eradicated as “a socially unimportant” phenomenon, 
but under conditions when Stalinist dogma was being criticised in Eastern Europe, 
problems associated with a revised world view and the meaning of life came to be re
flected in artistic endeavours. In his poem, Žmogus (Man, 1962), a Lithuanian poet, 
Eduardas Mieželaitis referred to fullblooded individual humanism in a provocative 
way, free of Bolshevik interpretation, thus renewing the poetry in the Baltic region. 
The International Festival Warsaw Autumn which featured contemporary music was 
first held in 1956 in Poland; the coexistence of a wide range of musical styles was 
toler ated at this festival, and slowly a number of works by Latvian composers made 
their appearance there (the 6th and 8th symphonies by Jānis Ivanovs, etc.), but more 
importantly, Latvian composers sought and occasionally found the opportunity to at
tend this festival. 

Rebirth in art of the themes of individual personality and problematic contempo
rary relations stimulated a symphony boom. Together with the debut of a new postwar 
generation of composers this led to a decade of storms and passions in Latvian music 
starting in the mid1950s.

Different antiromantic music forms appeared driven by a desire to overcome the 
stubborn traditions of romanticism. The pioneers of this avantgarde approach were 
Romualds Grīnblats, as well as Artūrs Grīnups, the latter writing eight symphonies 
in ten years. The postwar neoavantgarde tendency in Europe provoked a response 
from expressionism, but this tendency no longer could evoke much interest among 
young music enthusiasts. However, it was a new musical paradigm, which had been 
anticipated by Jānis Ivanovs in his formerly censured 5th Symphony. The given work is 
free from late romantic sensuality; brilliant chords are replaced by a graphic line and 
linearity, a poetic landscape of sound ideals changes to blackandwhite intellectual 
ruthlessness.55 In this way Latvian music had in certain respects caught up with the 
new music trends of the 20th century as they were understood in Western Europe. The 

55 This musical paradigm which differed radically from romanticism had already appeared in Europe with 
the work of composers such as Igor Stravinsky, Sergei Prokofiev, Bela Bartok, Dmitri Shostakovich, Arthur 
 Honegger and was labelled by musicologists, as New Music (or Neue Musik in German musical science) 
(also simply called 20th Century Modernism) and this term applied to works composed up until the 1960s 
when postmodernism was relevant as a label. The German musicologist Carl Dahlhaus has listed the princi
pal characteristics of New Music: emancipation of dissonance; asymmetric or irrational rhythms; pulsation; 
reduced form of expression and density; neoclassical structure; absence of a subject, urbanisms etc. (see, 
Dahlhaus, C. Vorwort. Stuckenschmidt, H. H. Neue Musik. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1981, S. viixxvi). 
Of course, not all of these characteristics are present in a single work or even in the works of a particular 
composer. 
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development of original works by Romualds Kalsons ranged from 
symphonies tinged by a tragedy akin to that of Gustav Mahler, to 
expressionistic pathos, even sarcasm and the grotesque. The music 
piece by R. Kalsons which was performed most often outside Lat
via was his Violin Concerto (1977); his other works represented a 
search for equilibrium between neoclassicism and inclusion of 
folklore elements, and his expressionistic opera Pazudušais dēls  
(The Prodigal Son), based on a drama by Rūdolfs Blaumanis, was 
performed for the first time in 1996. The symphonic composition 
Kāzu dejas (Wedding Dances), the Concerto for Clarinet and 
Chamber Orchestra and other works by R. Kalsons, were also per
formed abroad.

In his debut Imants Kalniņš also declined to include selfsuf
ficient picturesque imagery in his works and his ways to New 
Music were based on ascetic polyphony and assembly of different 
forms in his compositions. Rather soon his compositions showed 
postmodern tendencies — he was able to draw together profound 
academic music and the sensuality and simplicity of the 1960s rock music popular 
with young people. The operas, oratories, and symphonies composed by Imants 
Kalniņš borrowed lyricism and spontaneity from music popular with youth, but his 
musicals and rock music compositions kept to a high intellectual level and did not 
avoid issues of the meaning of life. His 4th Symphony (1973) where the combination 
of rock music and symphonic form was the most characteristic, was played many 
tens of times in a very short period after its first performance, as well as it has been 
included in concert programmes in several European countries, as well as in 
the USA.

Paradoxically, during the 1970s, at a time when Latvian music started to show 
neoconservative and postmodern influence, it found a greater response in Western 
Europe. Pauls Dambis was the first composer to include poetic elements of Renais
sance form and genre in several oratorios written in a modern neoromantic style. 
Furthermore, he emphasised, through adaptation of folklore elements (in more than 
ten song cycles for choir!), the practical functionality of ancient customs and habits, 
syncretism of a venerable layer of folklore.56 

In his instrumental compositions Pauls Dambis introduced a principle of free 
mingling of genres, styles and forms. Georgs Pelēcis applied this principle to its very 
limits and by citing ancient style he replicated these in a unique, yet different manner, 
and nevertheless performances of his works abroad were appreciated. The inclusion of 

56 A song cycle by Pauls Dambis was part of the repertoire of Ave Sol, the Chamber Choir from Riga, on its 
concert tours to many countries; they won many awards for the inclusion of folklore elements in profes
sional music. These works by Dambis introduced the socalled new folklore wave, characteristic of that time 
in Eastern Europe into Latvian music. His contemporaries in Estonia Veljo Tormis and Bronius Kutavičius 
in Lithuania achieved much the same at more or less the same time; they could be seen as distant siblings of 
Carl Orff.

Fig. 10. Romualds Kalsons (from 
the collection of Composers 
Union of Latvia) 
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folklore elements initiated by Pauls 
Dambis is still today with its adher
ents, the most colourful of which is 
Selga Mence. Maija Einfelde also 
belongs to the same generation as 
Pauls Dambis, and her style in cham
ber music works is considerably 
more introverted, with darkly co
loured tonality; her greatest success 
has been due to her compositions for 
choir  — she gained the Grand Prix 
in 1997 from the Barlow Endowment 
for Music Competition at Brigham 
Young University (USA). The Hill
iard Ensemble (UK) has played her 
compositions, as have a number of 
renowned foreign choirs in several 
other countries. Romualds Jermaks 
has achieved his best results in vari
ous compositions of organ music 

and for genres that are affiliated with organ music; his works have been included in the 
repertoire of Latvian organ virtuosi in their foreign concert tours.

Pēteris Plakidis is the most eventempered composer among all those who made 
their debut in the 1970s. A broad and refined appreciation of the problems in music 
has prevented his becoming neither swept up in the fashion for antiromanticism nor 
uncritically resorting to the principles of new music, instead allowing him to infuse a 
romantic appreciation of life into a balanced musical paradigm which could be de
scribed as neoclassical in the broadest sense of the term. His compositions are attrac
tive for players as he achieves the clarity of style in a complex tapestry of sound — and 
these have been commissioned by Western music publishers and music festivals. Pla
kidis is himself a sensitive performer of music. Playing the piano as an accompanist 
from his earliest youth led him, together with a contemporary, the cellist Ivars 
 Bezprozvanovs and the clarinettist Erik Mandat (USA), to form The Transatlantic Trio 
in the 1990s, which went on concert tours in Europe and in the United States. This ac
tivity was followed by a stint as visiting professor at Southern Illinois University at 
Carbondale, in addition to recordings and receiving commissions for his composi
tions. Plakidis is by nature succinct and, although he has not composed many works, 
they are often performed, as well as remain in repertoires long after they had been 
written.

Pēteris Vasks has also not needed to adopt a position against romanticism in order 
to master music techniques of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. His musical lan
guage is replete with dense baroque contrasts, directly impacting sonority, meditative 
immersion; this finds form in concertos for instruments, symphonies, quartets for 
strings and music for choirs. However, style elements, whose origins can be discerned 

Fig. 11. Pēteris Plakidis (from 
the Composers’ Union of Latvia 
collection) 

Fig. 12. Pēteris Vasks (from 
the collection of the Literature 
and Music Museum, RMM, 
446802)
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in the socalled Polish school of the 1960s, were not for him an end in themselves — 
his music remained true to its creator. It seeks through musical techniques to address 
major contemporary issues, warns about threats to the environment and to the spiri
tual dimension of mankind, expresses hope that fragile human ideals will prevail. Since 
the 1990s, Vasks has become one of the Latvian composers most widely recognised in 
the world, with more than ten symphonies, 40 chamber music and other works; he is 
frequently grouped with other representatives of the socalled New Spirituality trend, 
together with the Estonian Arvo Pärt, the Pole Henryk Mikołaj Górecki, and the Geor
gian, Giya Kancheli. Pēteris Vasks has received numerous commissions for music and 
has collaborated with several wellknown ensembles, the Kronos Quartet, The Hilliard 
Ensemble, the Ostrobothnian Chamber Orchestra etc., as well as with internationally 
renowned music performers whose repertoire includes instrumental music pieces by 
Vasks. Starting in the 1990s, his compositions have been regularly published by Schott 
Musik GmbH International.

Imants Zemzaris is the youngest composer among those who made their debut 
in the 1970s; already at the time of his debut his works were the most scintillating ex
amples of postmodern Latvian music. It came as a complete surprise that he dissoci
ated himself from previously existing dissonant music language and rehabilitated tonal 
music thinking as well as an appreciation of harmonic beauty.

Juris Karlsons, who also made his debut in the 1970s, did not follow any of the 
changeable music style doctrines then current, but he consistently has expressed him
self in a realistic psychological manner. The precision of his music reflects strong in
fluence of an academic style, but paradoxically they are combined in his works with 
lively musical ingenuity and a novel interest in worldly events and influence — move
ment, contrast, and colour. He has written scores of artistically powerful ballets, as 
well as symphonic works and music pieces of different genres; his works have been 
performed in the Baltic States, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Russia, the USA, and 
elsewhere.

The works written by Arturs Maskats, who is ten years younger, has no trace of 
neoavantgarde elements, and are original in that they show the influence of classical 
20th century French music. The sensuality and positive feelings of his works do not ex
clude classical music forms which are in evidence in the instrument concertos by 
Maskats. His internationally known symphonic Tango (2002), as well as the ballet, Les 
liaisons dangereuses (2006, based on the novel of the same title by Choderlos de La
clos), which has been staged abroad in Poland and in the Czech Republic, demonstrate 
his affection for sensuality and the world created by novels. In 2014, Maskats wrote the 
opera Valentīna (based on the memoirs, Ardievu Atlantīda, by the film critic Valentīna 
Freimane), which has been staged in Riga and Berlin.

The diversity of style, which characterised composers making their debut in the 
1960s and 1970s, led to an exciting musical atmosphere which has continued on to the 
present. The blossoming of Latvian light music also contributed to this atmosphere. It 
is true that jazz and swing had been adapted by Latvian musicians already in the 
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1940s, but the development of a Latvian reper
toire was hindered for many years by ideologi
cal requirements that light music repertoires 
consist of mostly Soviet light music (песни 
советской эстрады, literally, Soviet songs for 
the stage). The concerts given by Raimonds 
Pauls and his records, released from 1969 on
wards, featuring exclusively his compositions 
was a radical turning point in this field. His 
light music compositions were carefully crafted 
as a sentimental amalgam of chansons and 
Russian romance songs; these songs together 
with musicals written by Raimonds Pauls have 
found an enduring popularity in Latvia. Rai

monds Pauls as a composer and jazz pianist was admired in many circles of the so
ciety, but his songs became a social phenomenon. Outstanding lyrics of his songs by 
Imants Ziedonis, Jānis Peters, Leons Briedis, and others to a certain extent offset the 
inevitably shallow aspects of light music. During the 1970s, distinguished singers such 
as Nora Bumbiere (who took 2nd place in the 1976 International Music Festival in 
Sopot, Poland, with a song by Raimonds Pauls), Aija Kukule, Viktors Lapčenoks, 
and others were also highly professional. Since 1987, the singer Laima Vaikule has 
earned international visibility abroad, especially in Russia. Songs by Raimonds Pauls 
are produced today by new generations of singers. His music is known in many coun
tries, records have been released in all the countries of Eastern Europe, in Finland, the 
USA, Canada, Japan, Israel and elsewhere. His songs have been translated into Rus
sian, Finnish, Japanese, Italian, German, English, and other languages. R. Pauls has 
given concerts directing different groups in Finland, Hungary, Poland, and East 
 Germany.

The flowering of Latvian light music during the 1970s led to the appearance of se
rious musicals, rock operas, as well as excellent music for plays and cinema, notably 
original works by Ivars Vīgners, Zigmars Liepiņš, Jānis Lūsēns, and others. During 
the 1970s, the following groups have given concerts abroad: Tip top, Eolika, Credo, Or-
naments. Swing long dominated music pieces written by Raimonds Pauls, but the 
music written by other composers both in form and content evolved to set a new para
digm for music performed in concerts and written for plays and cine films. Although 
Mārtiņš Brauns made his debut as a leader of a rock music group, rather soon there
after he synthesised the power and directness of rock music rhythms with the expres
siveness of academic music in music scores for plays and cine films (including works 
commissioned by the TV studios in London and in Stockholm), in multimedia 
 projects, and even in songs for choirs. His song, Saule, Pērkons, Daugava (The Sun, 
Thunder, The Daugava) (lyrics by Rainis), has been performed hundreds of times in 
Latvia, as well as in neighbouring countries, and in 2014 it was chosen as the song 

Fig. 13. Raimonds Pauls. Publicity photograph 
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symbolising the Catalan campaign for their independence (the original score with a 
local text, Ara és l`hora). Vilnis Šmīdbergs, who was a member of the group originally 
led by M. Brauns, continued to develop a unique dynamic symphonic genre. The same 
holds true for Uģis Prauliņš, in particular as concerns his songs written for choirs. 
The choral work, Missa Rigensis, by Prauliņš, has been in the repertoire of several 
choirs around the world.57

After the restoration of independence

The generation of composers, born in the 1960s from their debut onwards sensed 
the deep transformations in social and artistic life which happened after the restora
tion of Latvian state independence. The freedom to express patriotic and religious 
themes led to essential changes in the environment in which composers worked. It is 
true that this absolute creative freedom, linked with extreme contemporary pluralist, 
postmodern trends in aesthetics led to a certain decline in artistic standards and taste; 
however, a rapid restoration of artistic guidelines was facilitated through Latvian com
posers turning their attention to studies in Western Europe, as well as increased possi
bilities for their music to be performed in front of foreign audiences with the attendant 
need to be competitive internationally. 

The pianist, composer, and musicologist Ilona Breģe, who wrote a book on the 
history of Baltic German sacred music during this transition period when two eras 
were fused together, Rihards Dubra, a composer par excellence of sacred music who 
attracted a lot of attention abroad, Indra Riše (who lived in Denmark, 1993–2002), 
was one of the first composers to study and work abroad, and the composer and or
chestra conductor, Doctor of Arts, Andris Vecumnieks, all belong to this period. De
spite the differences in styles, the features common to original works by these com
posers are a rapid expansion in themes and genres.

Ēriks Ešenvalds represents a sort of bridge between earlier composers and those 
born during the 1970s. His music has been played at numerous festivals of contempo
rary music, yet appears not to be bound by any past academic dogmas. However, his 
music retains a tendency to produce a tapestry composed of objects with the potential 
of arousing an empathic response. These features combined with a choice of contem
porary themes have made vocal and symphonic works by Ešenvalds be popular not 

57 Globally speaking, 21st century Latvian popular music has divided into streams — ranging from classical 
jazz to the most recent forms of popular music. The international jazz festival, Rīgas ritmi, started by Māris 
Briežkalns has gone on for more than twenty years and regularly attracts local and foreign musicians. En
sembles led by Briežkalns have given concerts abroad, including to prestigious jazz audiences in the USA. 
The popular group Prāta vētra (Brainstorm), has had a tremendous following by young fans since its forma
tion in 1989, they have issued 11 studiorecorded albums, some of which were recorded and issued abroad, 
the group has also participated in international festivals. Classical jazz and pop rock are two extremes of 
light music, and the spectrum of light music in Latvia in the 21st century cannot be succinctly described, 
The groups Jauns mēness (New Moon), as well as, Kosmoss (Cosmos, 2003–2010), have shown an admirable 
quality and have earned international recognition, and the latter have performed pop rock music, as well as 
classical baroque cantatas.
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only in Latvia, but also abroad. For two years 
(2012–2014), he was a composerinresidence 
at Cambridge University (Fellow Commoner 
in Creative Arts at Trinity College); he is a pas
sionate observer of the aurora borealis and 
studied mythology of northern peoples with 
one musical result — a symphony for mixed 
choir and chimes, watertuned glasses, Ziemeļu 
gaisma (Northern Lights, 2015), which has 
been widely appreciated.

The ten Latvian composers born during 
the 1970s do not follow a uniform style as well, 
but there are more similarities than differences 
in their works. Firstly, this generation of com

posers does not follow neoclassical or postmodern tendencies — hence a certain 
passivity of form. Quite the contrary, they seek to increase the extent to which their 
compositions contain experimental techniques to convey a musical message.58

The creative interests of Rolands Kronlaks are mostly expressed through elec
tronic and electroacoustic music. He graduated from the Institut de Recherche et Co
ordination Acoustique/Musique (IRCAM) in Paris, as well as pursued additional stud
ies in Berlin. Santa Ratniece, is a composer who has not been indifferent to electronic 
music; however, her style is more powerful and successful being a representative of the 
socalled spectral music style. Her poem for choir Sālszezers (Saline), has attracted in
ternational popularity, as well as several chamber music works. Gundega Šmite, who 
studied in France and later in Greece (2013–2014), has a similar style, as well as violin
ist Anitra Tumševica. Andris Dzenītis, also engages in experiments with electronic 
music, but has not confined his work to abstract music and has produced symphonies 
and concertos, as well as experimental opera pieces. He has retained the temperament 
of a music critic and community activist; every other year he organises in Latvia mas
ter classes for young composers from the Baltic region inviting recognised foreigners 
to hold these classes (2002–2014). Jānis Petraškevičs, a Doctor of Arts, who studied in 
Stockholm and Gothenburg, and who has participated in tens of master classes, is a 
composer with an intellectual bent; his few but striking works (he has only written 
symphonies and chamber music) show a search for and resulting in an unworn, into
nationrich musical language expressing feelings and findings. In terms of creative in
tentions and an almost esoteric refinement, another Doctor of Arts in the community 
of composers is Mārtiņš Viļums, who works as a music teacher in Lithuania. Other 

58 There are a number of additional common features: all have studied abroad after graduating from the Latvian 
Academy of Music; their works have been played in at least ten countries (while studying, or at specialised 
festivals of contemporary music); in their work, these composers have shown themselves to be sensitive not 
only to the local public but to any group of listeners and their compositions are at the frontier of challenging, 
exotic sounds and names, occasionally resorting to paradoxes, shocks and the peculiar; almost all of them 
are interested in electronic music, as well as incorporating other music sidelines or new technologies into 
their creative work.

Fig. 14. Ēriks Ešenvalds. Photograph by 
Aivars Krastiņš 
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composers with the same style who remained abroad are Gustavs Fridrihsons, after 
studying at the Hochschule für Musik, Freiburg (Germany), and Ruta Paidere (Ham
burg, Germany). 

The features common to this group of Latvian composers are noted and even ac
centuated among those born during the 1980s. Works composed by Sabīne Ķezbere 
reflect her interest in sonology and spectromorphology, which she investigated scien
tifically while studying composition in Oslo. Original works by the prolific composer 
Kristaps Pētersons are based on an extreme form of modernism, i.e. to impact the 
 audience by expressing reflections provoked by a combination of not aesthetically tan
gible material and structure rather than presenting an aesthetic experience. The  opera 
lecture by Pētersons, Mihails un Mihails spēlē šahu (Michail and Michail Play Chess, a 
documentary story about the chess match between two chess masters, Mihails Tāls 
from Riga and Mikhail Botvinnik from Moscow) aroused great interest. Santa Bušs 
acquired an excellent education while studying at the Hochschule für Musik, Ham
burg, which was complemented by attendance at numerous master classes; her works 
have been performed over one of the widest geographic reaches for Latvian com
posers. The youngest composer of this group born during the 1980s is Jēkabs Nīmanis, 
who only partially is a member of this group, in as much as he writes mostly for thea
tre plays, cine films and multimedia projects. However, in his original works Nīmanis 
does not descend to the level of the ordinary since even in his least complex works he 
shows good professional skills.

Latvian performing arts in the 21st century in Latvia and in the world

Changes in the economic system, the drying up of state support for culture, the 
decline in the financial means at the disposition of the concertgoing public associated 
with the restoration of Latvian independence (1991) initially had a negative impact on 
the situation of performing musicians. However, suddenly there were opportunities to 
perform in the outside world, and these opportunities were seized by professional 
groups and individual performers. In 1992, the Latvian Radio Choir  chose as its music 
director and principal conductor Sigvards Kļava, who had just completed studies at 
the Internationale Bachakademie Stuttgart, and began to give every year summer con
certs in venues in the south of Europe that same year. With few years as exceptions this 
choir has participated in Le Festival de Radio France et Montpellier for tens of years.59 
Progressively this choir became a member of the world club of elite choirs and, in 2005, 
became a member of the European Network for Professional Chamber Choirs, TENSO; 
the Latvian Radio Choir has not succumbed to fashions or transient standards, but has 
maintained its own ideals — this choir is to a certain extent composed of solo singers.

59 The Latvian Radio Choir has participated in numerous festivals, including Klangspuren, La Musica, Baltic 
Sea Festival, La Biennale di Venezia, etc., and given concerts at prestigious venues, such as that of the Am
sterdam Concertgebouw and Muziekgebouw, the Berlin Konzerthaus, the Théâtre des Champs Elysées in Paris, 
the Frauenkirche in Dresden etc.
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The State Academic Choir Latvija has followed a similar route to performing in 
worldclass concert halls, where it is among the choirs in greatest demand. It has long 
specialised in performing substantial vocal symphonic works, including first perform
ances, and has become the orchestral partner of many firstclass symphony orchestras 
under the direction of wellknown conductors and a frequent participant at interna
tional festivals.60 

The way that the Latvian National Symphony Orchestra found to the world pres
ence was facilitated by the practice of inviting internationally known principal conduc
tors, i.e. Paul Mägi (1990–1994), and in particular, the Norwegian Terje Mikkelsen 
(1997–2001); under the direction of the latter the orchestra gave approximately 70 con
certs outside Latvia, including the first concert tour of Japan, and issued many tens of 
compact disc recordings.

The first music festivals which were held in Latvia during the early 1990s were cru
cial in establishing links with Western music circle. Starting in 1990, an International 
Festival of New Music was held annually in Riga for more than ten years; these were 
organised as a private initiative by the composer Egils Straume. This festival was based 
not so much on the financial ability of the audience to remunerate the appearance of 
foreign artists as in part on their unalloyed curiosity to find out more about the Baltic 
music world which had only recently opened up. The Liepāja Symphony Orchestra, 
under its principal conductor Imants Resnis founded the annual International Piano 
Stars Festival, in 1993 which, over several decades, has allowed local audiences to 
bene fit from piano performances by first class foreign pianists. That same year marked 
the first annual Festival of Ancient Music in Latvia which introduced to the public a 
music domain which was previously ignored during the Soviet period.

For many pianists, violinists and players of other musical instruments the road to 
foreign audiences taken by graduates of the Latvian Academy of Music, began with 
additional study and training at Western music centres. As early as in 1988, Dita 
Krenberga won a gold medal at the Maria Canals International Music Competition in 
Barcelona; subsequently she has given concerts in many countries. A few years later 
the pianist Armands Ābols, won the 1st place at the same festival; later he emigrated to 
Chile where he has integrated into local music life as well as teaching, he regularly 
performs in concerts with orchestras as well as gives solo concerts in America and Eu
rope. Māris Skuja was one of the first pianists to leave for abroad after the restoration 
of Latvian independence and has worked with Graz Opera in Austria since 1991. The 
pianist Diāna Ketlere first studied in Graz at the Morzarteum and later at the Royal 
Academy of Music in London, earning recognition in Europe as a soloist as well as 
playing in ensembles, including performing works by Pēteris Vasks. The flautist Ilze 
Urbāne graduated in 1994 from the Juilliard School (New York City) and subsequently 
has given concerts in many countries, including Latvia where she also teaches. The pi
anist Artūrs Cingujevs having won his first gold medal at the age of nine, studied in 
Moscow and later in Berne; he gives concerts in many parts of Europe. The cellist 

60 The choir has participated at the White Light Festival, of the Lincoln Center, the Montreux Jazz Festival, the 
Brussels Jazz Festival (Klara), the Rheingau Festival in Germany, and elsewhere. 
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Marta Sudraba for more than ten years (1997–2010) played in the most prestigious 
music ensemble in the Baltic, Kremerata Baltica, with which she toured the world, as 
well as she has given solo concerts in many countries, but since 2007 has been playing 
with the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra. 

Some artists in the community of Latvian instrument players in addition to suc
cess in competitions and concerts have founded new groupings of musicians. The flau
tist Ilona Kudiņa, who graduated from Berklee College of Music, Boston, and spent 
more than ten years as a solo player and group member in the USA, in 2014 founded 
the Latvian flautist ensemble, the Amber Flute Quartet there, and one year later, in 
Latvia, the Ilona Kudiņa Quintet, which made its debut that same year at the Saulkrasti 
Jazz Festival.61 The cellist Kristīne Blaumane, a soloist and a member of an ensemble, 
the graduate of the London Guildhall School of the Music and Drama earned a place 
in the New Sinfonietta Amsterdam in 1999, and in the same year she founded the string 
trio ASCH. The harpsichordist Aina Kalnciema has been organising the International 
Bach Chamber Music Festival in Riga since 2000, and it has earned a place among fes
tivals of ancient music in Europe. Arta Arnicāne, a graduate of the Royal Scottish 
Academy of Music and Drama, winner of five international music competitions in the 
United Kingdom, continued her studies in Zurich, and founded the ensemble Latvian 
Piano Trio there. The cellist Ilze Grudule studied ancient music in Switzerland and 
together with several other Latvian musicians living in Basel founded the baroque 
music group, the Kesselberg Ensemble (2004); she has given many concerts throughout 
Europe and for more than a decade has been organising an annual festival, Baroque 
Music Days in Rēzekne, her native city. She has specialised in performing the music of 
the Baltic German composer of the 18th century, Johann Gottfried Müthel.

All of the previously mentioned instrument players have won numerous music 
competitions. Several other players have found success at particularly prestigious com
petitions. The violinists Baiba Skride and Vineta Sareika have won the Queen Eliza
beth Competition (Concours Musical International Reine Elisabeth) in Brussels. The 
former is an internationally acclaimed soloist, and often performs together with her 
younger sister, Lauma Skride, who has won 11 international competitions, and with 
her older sister, the viola player Linda Skride. Vineta Sareika, in addition to perform
ing as a soloist has been the first violinist since 2012 with the ensemble, Artemis Quar-
tet, and is a cofounder of the Dali Trio. The pianist Reinis Zariņš, who has won 11 in
ternational music competitions, plays with symphony orchestras and also as a soloist 
in many countries, and among other activities, in 2013, issued a disc of piano music by 
Jāzeps Vītols in London. The pianist Vestards Šimkus, who regularly gives concerts 
around the world, in addition to winning other competitions, in 2007 was successful at 
the 5th World Piano Olympics in Bad Kissingen (Germany). The pianist Diāna 
 Baibusa-Zandberga earned the Grand Prix at the 1995 Concours Musical de France. 

61 This festival, and more particularly, the festival Rīgas ritmi (The Rhythms of Riga), for which the percus
sionist Māris Briežkalns, is the founder and artistic director, attracts musicians from Latvia and abroad for 
master classes, discussions and excellent concerts, and is responsible for promoting jazz music in Latvia and 
its visibility abroad. 
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The youngest music instrument player from 
 Latvia who currently is working abroad, the pia
nist Paula Šūmane has also won the largest 
number of competitions, 13, and regularly gives 
concerts in many countries.

Organists are a special category of individu
als presenting Latvian music in foreign countries; 
Latvia has been famous for the playing of organ 
music since the mid20th century. The organists 
Iveta Apkalna, Tālivaldis Deksnis, Aivars 
Kalējs, and Jevgeņija Ļisicina, have most fre
quently given concerts abroad in the early 
21st century.62 

During the Soviet period, all Latvian orches
tra conductors had to content themselves with 
working on concert tours within the territory of 
the USSR. Aleksandrs Viļumanis, who was a 
conductor from 1970 and also the artistic direc
tor of the LNO from 1975, often made recordings 
at music studios in Leningrad starting in 1972, 
but from 1990 to 1994 he was the permanent 
direc tor of the Opera and Ballet Company at the 
State Academic Mariinsky Theatre (until 1992, 
Kirov State Academic Theatre of Opera and Bal
let). Starting in 1991, A. Viļumanis, conducting 
the LNO orchestra, has given concerts in almost 
all of the countries of Western Europe while re
training his links with orchestras in St. Peters
burg. Arvīds Jansons was a conductor who 
found a conductor’s post with the Leningrad 

Philharmonic Orchestra in 1952, and who, starting already in 1954, up until 1984, 
went as a conductor with this orchestra on concert tours to many foreign countries. 
His son, Mariss Jansons, who completed his training in Vienna and Salzburg, has 
been a conductor of orchestras in several cities, in the following order, Leningrad, Oslo, 
London, Pittsburgh, the Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra, and at the Royal Con
certgebouw Orchestra (Amsterdam, 2004–2015), after which he was named its conduc-
tor emeritus. Andris Nelsons, who was the principal conductor at the Latvian National 
Opera (2003–2007), made his debut with orchestras in Germany, later became the 

62 Players of musical instruments that are not suited to solo performance have also allowed appreciation of 
Latvian music traditions and skills in foreign countries; they have won accolades at testing music competi
tions to become members of internationally recognised ensembles and orchestras, as well as participants 
at several outstanding concerts. Among others, the violinist Valdis Zariņš, the bass fiddle player, Gunārs 
Upatnieks, the oboist Vilnis Pelnēns, the clarinettists Mārcis Kūlis, Ģirts Pāže, Ints Dālderis, and others 
can be mentioned. 

Fig. 15. The Latvian National Opera and Ballet 
building (from the LNOB collection) 

Fig. 16. Mariss Jansons. Photograph by 
Marco Borggreve (from the archive of Latvijas 
Radio3 Klasika) 
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Music Director of the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra 
(2008–2015), and starting in 2011 that of the Boston Symphony 
Orchestra; in late 2015, his appointment was announced as Ge
wandhauskapellmeister of the Gewandhausorchester, Leipzig, be
ginning with the 2017/18 season. He has also worked with other 
orchestras on numerous occasions in parallel. The conductor Il-
mārs Lapiņš has worked in orchestras in various cities in the USSR, 
Yugo slavia and Austria since 1970. Ainārs Rubiķis has been the 
Music Director and principal conductor at the Novosibirsk State 
Academic Opera and Ballet Theatre since 2012, as well as collabo
rated with many orchestras in Western Europe. Andris Poga, after 
winning an international competition in Montpellier, became an 
assistant conductor at L’Orchestre de Paris (2011–2014), and after
wards the conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra (USA); 
since 2013, he is the Music Director and Principal Conductor of the 
Latvian National Symphony Orchestra, at the same time continuing 
to be a guest conductor at various Western European orchestras. 
The oboe virtuoso and conductor Normunds Šnē, since 2006 hav
ing led the chamber orchestra Sinfonietta Rīga, has developed it into 
an internationally recognised ensemble, and has given concerts in 
many countries. The conductor and specialist in baroque and ancient music Andris 
Veismanis also enjoys successful collaboration with foreign orchestras. The principal 
conductor of the Liepāja Symphony Amber Sound Orchestra Atvars Lakstīgala goes 
on concert tours with and without his orchestra. Māris Kupčs has directed various en
sembles of ancient music from Latvia on concert tours. Guntars Prānis directs the in
ternationally known ensemble of Gregorian music, Schola Cantorum Riga.

Choir directors from Latvia have been no less diligent than conductors of orches
tras in popularising Latvian music in the world. Ausma Derkēvica led the women’s 
choir Dzintars to win an international competition in 1968 in Hungary, becoming the 
first to introduce Soviet Latvian music to a world audience, and subsequently she led 
the choir on numerous concert tours abroad. The same task was accomplished by an
other choir, Dzintars, and by Imants Cepītis, the Director of the State Academic Choir. 
Imants Kokars who founded (1969) the chamber choir Ave sol led it on concert tours 
abroad initially representing the USSR and later Latvia. In addition to concert tours by 
the previously mentioned Sigvards Kļava, Kaspars Putniņš has also led the Latvian 
Radio Choir and others on foreign concert tours. The choir conductor Māris Sirmais, 
with the help of the choir Kamēr (1990–2012), brought Latvian music to many tens of 
international festivals and competitions. Since 1997, he has been directing the Aca
demic Choir Latvija, which routinely receives invitations to give concerts together 
with wellknown orchestras. The project Saules dziesmas (The Sun Songs) established 
in 2008 by Māris Sirmais, has since attracted 17 worldrenowned composers from 
abroad. A complete list of all concert tours and competitions by amateur choirs from 
Latvia abroad would be many pages long.

 

Fig. 17. Andris Nelsons. 
Photograph by 
Marco Borggreve (from the 
archive of Latvijas Radio3 
Klasika) 



556 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

Favoured by fate?

All of the individuals associated with musical life mentioned previously, have 
demonstrated their professionalism on countless occasions, received awards whose 
enumeration would take up a lot of space, and, what is the most important they have 
found their posts after intense competition. But many more people who have not been 
that successful have taken part in these competitions, and their names are, therefore, 
not mentioned here. The process of finding work abroad has been difficult.63 However, 
the success of Latvian music and musicmakers abroad is incontrovertible; they have 
been more numerous and more impressive than one might expect from a small coun
try. What is the explanation?

First of all, we must recognise that Latvian musicians are not alone in their recent 
success on the world stage. Once the Iron Curtain fell, musicians from all over Eastern 
Europe flocked to the West where they were well received. Their novel experience was 
refreshing, one that was gained through daily struggles as well as due to tense political 
struggle; Western Europe had not seen anything like that since after the end of the 
Second World War. The Riga (Dom) Cathedral, which during the period of the barri
cades in January 1991 was transformed into a centre to support those who manned the 
barricades with provision and medical support, if needed, was the venue for a sym
phony orchestra performance on 15th January under the direction of a German guest 
conductor; the music thereby aroused emotions with deeper meaning which was 
sensed by the conductor as well.64

The geographic location of Latvia has been responsible for some of the unique fea
tures of Latvian music as well. The Baltic was Europeanised during the 13th century in 
a colonial fashion, a process that, as has already been mentioned in this article, famili
arised the residents with Western civilisation and mentality, with the result that Latvian 
music makers were comprehensible to this civilisation. The geographic situation meant 
being at the frontier between Eastern and Western music paradigms with all of the 

63 During the Soviet period, the right to give concerts abroad first entailed earning the favour of bureau
crats at the USSR Ministry of Culture. On the other hand, after regaining independence everyone had 
to understand that they came from an unknown country and needed to earn trust in foreign countries. 
Latvian music was unknown for foreign audiences; hence it was included in concert programmes with a 
great deal of caution. The Latvian Radio Choir, which is now an accepted member of the elite choirs of 
Europe, needed at least ten years of foreign concert tours before gaining the right to choose its programme 
to consist exclusively of Latvian music or other music of its choice. It has to be said that there are not a 
few musicians from Latvia who perform abroad but would prefer to live and work in their homeland were 
they to find a suitable and wellremunerated position. In such cases Latvian music lives abroad for simple 
economic reasons.

64 When asked why he chose to go on a concert tour in a region replete with conflict, the German conductor 
Georg Hertnagel replied: “I did not wish to renounce my commitments, I wished to make my contribution 
to your just struggle. I was overcome by the atmosphere that reigned in the Dom; people were apprehensive, 
yet full of determination. Once I saw that the Dom was being readied for possible use as a field hospital, 
thinking about the people wearing white hospital gowns … it was difficult to concentrate at first … but I 
was very satisfied by this concert and one the following evening at the Philharmonic Hall where we played 
Mozart’s Requiem.” (Hertnāgels, G. (interviewed by Auguste, I.). Lai jūsu lepnā tauta atgūtu optimismu. 
Literatūra un Māksla, 1991, 2. febr.). 
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consequences for Latvian music. In seeking to comprehend the attractiveness of 
Latvian music and music making, the conductor Māris Sirmais, who has often per
formed for Western audience, has expressed his opinions to the author of this article. 
In his opinion, Latvian music has unconsciously sought to unite a number of essential 
features: an expression of the Eastern aesthetic postulate that awareness is closely inex
tricably joined with practical life, including a dollop of Slavic impulsiveness, welded to 
Western clarity of form and rationality, including a measure of German sentimentality 
diluted with the emotional firmness and thoroughness. This synthesis results in a cer
tain richness of expression.

The fact that Latvian music and music making has survived is to a certain extent 
due to impediments that historically were placed in its receptiveness and access to the 
outside world, and consequently it found itself in an unfavourable situation. During 
the 17th and 18th centuries, Latvians were limited to their folk songs as the language 
barrier and lack of education excluded development of professional music. Later, dur
ing the 19th century, there were no organisational means or financial incentives to pro
mote contacts between music makers in Latvia with the West given the prevailing poli
cies of the Tsarist Empire. Circumstances improved only during the brief interwar 
period of independence when study abroad and concert tours there were supported by 
a Latvian State Cultural Foundation. Afterwards, during the period of Soviet occupa
tion, Latvian music was restricted to living within the borders of the USSR as it was al
most forbidden for it to cross these borders. During the times when society could not 
manifest itself politically or economically, culture was the only form of selfexpression, 
and, paradoxically and indirectly, this promoted musical tendencies in ordinary 
 people. It appears that today we still reap some of the benefits.

The form of music education, introduced during the Soviet period and carried 
over from the past decades has justified itself as an important basis for professionalism 
in Latvian music, ensuring competitiveness also in the 21st century.65 

As regards Latvian opera and other solo singers their competitive spirit only partly 
explains why so many of them are present in the international musical life during the 
second decade of the 21st century. However, it was the male and female singers who 
were the brightest Latvian stars in the world. Even the most popular opera stars have 
sensed the special treatment of representatives of Eastern Europe. They admit that “In 
the West it is wellknown that singers from Eastern European schools are powerful, 
hardy and capable singers. (…) It was evidently otherwise in the past. Now, lady solo
ists from Eastern Europe are highly rated, in particular for their femininity and inter
nal conviction. This is particularly the case if you say that you come from Latvia. Latvia 
for many in the West is associated with beautiful nature and very attractive women 

65 The threelevel education system in Latvia is based on accepted principles and comprises basic education for 
children, followed by middle schools and finally by institutions of higher musical education. This process is 
particularly successful when specialised musical education is combined with general education in a single 
institution; pupils and students are then spared expending time and resources to attending both education 
streams; in this way serious music training has become an integral part of education.
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who have beautiful voices. This, in a way is an exotic com
bination.”66 Sonora Vaice, a soloist with the LNOB who already 
in the early years of the 21st century, carrying along her baby, 
appeared on the opera stages in Austria, Germany, Switzerland, 
does not deny that initially there were problems: “…today 
Western culture is full of artists from Eastern Europe, and the 
latter are aware of their talents and real possibilities. When I 
started, circumstances were slightly different.”67 When asked 
whether today an opera singer belongs to one nation, she an
swers: “Yes and no. In art, the higher you ascend, the more you 
belong to everyone. It is, however, within the power of artists to 
emphasise their origin, to assert that they come from Latvia.” 68 

One of the first soloists to begin working abroad was the 
soprano Inese Galante, at the Mannheim National Theatre and 
Opera (1992–1997) and the Deutsche Oper am Rhein (Dussel
dorf, 1997–1999); however, she has also performed with more 
than 20 other opera companies around the world, having had 
more than 30 different roles. She also continues to give regular 
concerts in Latvia. The soprano Inga Kalna, who also trained 
as a musicologist and graduated from the Royal Music Aca
demy of London, embarked rather early on an international 
 career. She also was a soloist with the Hamburg State Opera 
(1999–2007) and later a freelance soloist at various European 
opera houses, festivals and concerts. She sang the lead role in 
the premiere performance of the opera Valentīna by Arturs 
Maskats in Riga in 2014.

Three graduates of the vocal school of Latvia performed 
with the Metropolitan Opera during the 2015/16 season. The 
tenor Aleksandrs Antoņenko sang the title role in Giuseppe 
Verdi’s opera, Othello, opening the season. He has been recog
nised as one of the alltime best interpreters of the role of 
 Othello — Antoņenko can look back on 20 different perform
ances he has had with major opera companies around the 
world since 2004 — and he has recorded this opera together with 
Ricardo Muti. The mezzosoprano Elīna Garanča, a soloist 
with the Vienna State Opera since 2003, previously performed 
with the Metropolitan Opera, but in the 2015/16 season she 
was a lead singer in the staging of two operas by Gaetano 
 Donizetti. She has had around 30 different roles with the 
 Vienna State Opera, and she has performed in many tens of 

66 Pētersone, O. Casta diva. Sarunas ar Latvijas operdziedātājām. Rīga: Mansards, 2014, 242. lpp.
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid., 150. lpp.

Fig. 18. Sonora Vaice. Photograph 
by Juris Šulcs (from: Pētersone, 
O. Casta diva. Sarunas ar Latvijas 
operdziedātājām. Rīga: Mansards, 
2014)

Fig. 19. Inese Galante (from the 
archive of Latvijas Radio3 Klasika) 
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venues. The third Latvian soloist to sing with the Metropolitan Opera during the same 
season was Kristīne Opolais, with lead roles in two operas by Giacomo Puccini, 
Manon Lescaut, and Madame Butterfly; she has rapidly developed her talent since 2006 
when she began to sing soprano roles with many Western opera companies, as well as 
participating in numerous concert performances with orchestral accompaniment. The 
baritone Valdis Jansons made his debut in 2004 in Italy, and has subsequently per
formed on all continents.

Two LNO soloists, Maija Kovaļevska, and Marina Rebeka, made their foreign 
debuts more or less at the same time.69 Maija Kovaļevska, as is the case for all Latvian 
opera stars, gladly performs in Latvia, and acknowledges that: “I am proud to have 
been born in Riga. Despite my calendar being organised several years in advance, I am 
always glad to return here whenever possible.”70 She calls Riga her beloved home. Liene 
Kinča has sung soprano parts in opera houses abroad. 

69 The first of these singers won the 2006 Placido Domingo competition for opera soloists, Operalia, and that 
same year she was invited to perform on the stage of the New York Metropolitan Opera House — thus 
she was the first Latvian soloist to perform there. For her part Marina Rebeka, after graduation from the 
Conservatorio di Santa Cecilia, in Rome, won the 2007 competition, Neue Stimmen, in Germany, and soon 
appeared on the stage of the Milan Teatro alla Scala, and that of the Salzburger Festspiele. She made her 
debut with the Metropolitan Opera in the 2011/12 season. Maija Kovaļevska regularly comes back to the 
Metropolitan Opera, but she has also performed at all of the major Opera Houses in Austria, France, Japan, 
Great Britain, Germany, Argentina, Mexico, and Australia.

70 See: www.lsm.lv/lv/raksts/muzika/kult 

Fig. 20. Inga Kalna. Photograph 
by Juris Šulcs (from: Pētersone, O. 
Casta diva. Sarunas ar Latvijas 
operdziedātājām. Rīga: Mansards, 
2014) 

Fig. 21. Elīna Garanča. Photograph 
by Juris Šulcs (from: Pētersone, O. 
Casta diva. Sarunas ar Latvijas 
operdziedātājām. Rīga: Mansards, 
2014)

Fig.  22. Aleksandrs Antoņenko. 
Publicity photograph 
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In looking over this summary of Latvian music and its place on the world music 
map, it is important to emphasise yet again the role played by the major music estab
lishments and organisations of Latvia in sustaining contacts with musical life in other 
countries. Mention must be made here of Latvijas Radio (www.eradio.lv) and in par
ticular, LR3Klasika, which has been a member of the European Broadcasting Union 
(EBU) since 1993; this means that broadcasts by EBU member radio stations allow re
cordings of Latvian music and concerts to reach many regions around the world, as 
well as let Latvian composers take part in EBU competitions Rostrum.71 The Latvian 
Radio Choir has taken its place as one of the most important envoys of original and 
classical choir music in the European culture space. The Latvian Music Information 
Centre may be accessed by interested people in either Latvian or in English (www.
lmic.lv). The annual Riga Opera Festival held by LNOB attracts foreign soloists, jour
nalists and guests. The Conservatory of Latvia (as of 1992, the Jāzeps Vītols Latvian 
Academy of Music, JVLAM), which has worked without interruption since 1919, has 
rapidly expanded its international contacts and integration into the musical education 
system of Europe so far in the 21st century. Foreign students are welcome, and the level 

71 Other radio organisations occasionally broadcast Latvian music; for example, Q2 (New York) an Internet 
radio station specialising in contemporary classical music, with approximately 16 million listeners, which 
had already previously broadcasted Latvian music, organised a 24hour Latvian music “marathon” on 24 
and 29 August 2015 — 24 Hours of Latvian Music. (See, Aperāne, D., Latviešu mūsdienu mūzikas 24 stundu 
maratons. Laiks, 2015, 22./28. augusts)

Fig. 24. Kristīne Opolais. 
Photograph by Juris Šulcs (from: 
Pētersone, O. Casta diva. Sarunas 
ar Latvijas operdziedātājām. Rīga: 
Mansards, 2014) 

Fig. 25. Marina Rebeka. Photograph 
by Juris Šulcs (from: Pētersone, O. 
Casta diva. Sarunas ar Latvijas 
operdziedātājām. Rīga: Mansards, 
2014)

Fig. 23. Maija Kovaļevska. 
Photograph by Joachim Bergauer 
(from the archive of the magazine 
Mūzikas Saule) 
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of studies at the JVLAM is demonstrated by successful participation by its graduates in 
concert halls and opera houses around the world. Interested people may access the 
most important centre with documents about Latvian music and musical life in Latvia, 
the Literature and Music Museum in Riga which has collected materials about Latvian 
music and music history from all historic periods. The magazine Mūzikas Saule (Sun 
of Music, published since 2000) is devoted to musical life in Latvia, and periodic col
lection of articles Mūzikas akadēmijas raksti (Writings of the Academy of Music, since 
2004, in Latvian and partially in English) is published by the research centre at the 
JVLAM. Musicology is a part of the Institute of Literature, Folklore and Art at the Uni
versity of Latvia which implements relevant international research and cooperative 
projects.

Conclusions

Professionalising and also Europeanisation of music on the territory of Latvia ini
tially took place as a result of colonial conquest and gradually developed into a Baltic
German musical culture; however, this European culture set an example for Latvians 
and comprised their musical education as well over many centuries. When Latvian na
tional music emerged during the 19th century, competition and at the same time coop
eration was evident set between the two cultures; this situation persisted until the 
 Second World War. The influence of the Russian eastern paradigm can be detected in 
the development of Latvian professional music during the 19th and 20th centuries, as 
well as in the legacy of folk music; nevertheless, this influence did not displace the 
 European orientation. The European mentality allowed Latvian musicians to under
stand European audiences and to achieve certain success rather quickly.

Latvian music initially was completely cut off from the outside world as a result of 
the occupation of Latvia by the USSR, and, even during the second half of the 20th cen
tury, contacts with the outside world were limited; these were manipulated and sub
jected to political control. Approximately onethird of all musicians from prewar 
Latvia became a part of the postwar diaspora. They were free to lead their own musi
cal lives, as well as gave the first internationally recognised, worldclass Latvian music 
performers (the concert pianist Arturs Ozoliņš, the violinist Ieva GraubiņaBravo, a 
number of female opera singers, etc.) and composers (Tālivaldis Ķeniņš, Gundaris 
Pone, Imants Ramiņš).

Soviet socialism and national repression in Latvia meant that individuals had no 
right to take political or economic initiatives whereupon artistic endeavours were the 
only way open for selfexpression which explains why these efforts including in the 
music field were so rewarding. They found expression in amateur musical events and 
in creative activities in professional music; a number of composers who later gained an 
international reputation (Pēteris Plakidis, Pēteris Vasks, Romualds Kalsons, etc.), as 
well as performing arts groups, in particular choirs, who found a way to demonstrate 
Latvian music beyond the Iron Curtain, the structures of the Soviet regime notwith
standing, developed this way.

Arnolds Klotiņš    LATVIAN MUSIC IN THE WORLD
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The frustrated potential for international work of musicians rapidly found release 
after the restoration of Latvian state independence (1991); transformation of the eco
nomic system also dictated a need to find a new market for music and new employ
ment opportunities. The competitiveness of Latvian musicians was raised by the 
 Sovietperiod insistence on a scientifically based music education system from elemen
tary school through to tertiary education. Initially a reserved reception by concert 
agencies had to be overcome as they were cautious in dealing with musicians from a 
previously unknown country. However, in the 21st century, when their skills have been 
honed abroad, five or six Latvian concert or opera conductors and several tens of vio
linists, concert pianists, cellists and other instrument virtuosi go on regular concert 
tours, or are members of prestigious orchestras and music ensembles. Opera singers 
have earned particular attention, triumph in competitions and professional awards — 
in the 2015/16 season, there were no fewer than seven Latvian opera stars engaged to 
sing leading roles, three of them at the New York Metropolitan Opera alone.

Latvijas Radio, the Latvian Music Information Centre in Riga, as well as music 
festivals held throughout Latvia ensure Latvian musical links with musical life in the 
world, as do the Jāzeps Vītols Latvian Academy of Music, the State Concert Agency, 
Latvijas Koncerti, and other agencies which deal with concerts, shows, music informa
tion and educational establishments.

In summary, it is indisputable that, while Latvian music as a national music culture 
emerged late, and historically it is one of the youngest in Europe, it, nonetheless, is a 
fullyfledged member of global musical life in the 21st century.
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CHOIR SINGING AND SONG FESTIVALS 
IN LATVIA

This article describes the origin of choir culture in Latvia and the heights to which it has ascen
ded — both quantitatively and qualitatively. The key features of choir singing are identified during 
the several phases of development of choir culture which have seen a common expression in the 
form of Song Festivals in the Baltic States (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania). The following issues have 
been clarified: what are the most important factors responsible for the longterm sustainability of 
the Latvian song festival tradition; what is being done in Latvia to safeguard its nationally significant 
tradition, to develop it and to hand it on the future generations.

Keywords: choir singing in Latvia, choir movement, international resonance of choirs from Latvia, 
Song Festivals, song wars, choir repertoire.

Latvia — a land of choirs

The accolade that “Latvia is a land of choirs” is immediately obvious to anyone 
who has visited Riga during the time of a Song Festival, who has seen filmed coverage, 
or followed it on other media. The sight of the Song Festival stage in Mežaparks, filled 
with singers is a powerful image, even if it has been seen many times before. The over
all appearance is splendid, the quality of sound in astonishing — thousands of singers 
following the gestures of the conductor unite in common song. The audience is no less 
astounding, with place for about 30 000 listeners. However, the song festival tradition 
is the most important aspect given that this tradition has persisted for more than a 
century and a half. 

Those who have witnessed the best professional and amateur choirs from Latvia 
participate in international competitions will also concur to Latvia as a land with a 
highly developed choir culture. This is confirmed by praising reviews in the press, 
awards which have been won, followed by invitations to participate in festivals and 
other culture projects.

The overall picture of the choir movement in Latvia may be characterised by quan
tity (numbers) and quality in equal parts. These both have stimulated one another over 
time. Without a mass movement, there could be no discussion of Song Festivals as a 
unique national cultural phenomenon, while quality could not be maintained in the 
absence of an organisational system which has been firmly established over time: 
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Fig. 1. The stage in Mežaparks for Song Festivals is the defining 
quantitative measure of the choir movement in Latvia. Riga, 7 July 2013. 
Publicity photograph

preparations for a festival have 
always stimulated choirs to en
gage in intensive activities.

On 7 November 2003, the 
song festivals of the Baltic 
States  — of Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania — were inscribed in 
the UNESCO Representative List 
of the Intangible Cultural Herit
age of Humanity, as a unique 
cultural phenomenon, which has 
significance to all mankind. In 
preparing the docu ments for 
submission to  UNESCO, discus
sion arose about the proper Eng
lish equi valent to the Latvian 

term Dziesmu svētki, resulting in abandoning exclusive use of the term Song Festival, 
which had been established up to that time. After reflection, it was decided that the best 
designator in the English language would refer to celebration (from the verb to cele-
brate1). Sandra Kalniete, at the time the Ambassador and Permanent Delegate to 
 UNESCO, and who participated in drafting the submission, suggested that a Song Festi
val (Dziesmu svētki) be best described as the National Celebration of Song: “The event is 
a ritualised celebration, involving a community — the people — and all who are in
volved feel themselves to be a part.”2 

A joint submission was made to the General Conference of UNESCO, “Tradition 
and Symbolism of the Song and Dance Celebration Process in Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania”.3 The established term festival is nevertheless in ordinary use as a synonym 
for celebration; this usage is followed here.

Origins of the choir movement and the pre-history of the Song Festivals

Written records of multipart singing in Latvian schools and parishes are found in 
newspaper articles dating from the first half of the 19th century. However, it is only 
possible to speak of choral singing as a widespread phenomenon among Latvians 
from the 1860s onwards. This corresponds to the National Awakening period, inspired 
by New Latvians, and the first stage in formation of the Latvian nation.4 

The movement was largely supported at that time by local selfhelp, theatre, and 
choral societies, which were widely spread. Choir leaders were mostly schoolteachers 

1 To perform with appropriate rites and ceremonies; solemnise.
2 Kalniete.lv/2013/06/27/Dziesmusvetkucildinasanaunesco
3 See: http://www.unesco.ee/dok/song_and_dance_e.pdf
4 The New Latvian movement was a movement of the emerging Latvian intelligentsia to create and to sustain 

national emancipation during the 1850s–1870s.
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and organists, including musically wellversed graduates5 of the Popular Teachers’ 
Seminar in Vidzeme (Das Ritterschaftliche Parochiallehrer-Seminar zu Livland), which 
was directed by Jānis Cimze, as well as by students from the Kurzeme School Teachers’ 
Seminar in Irlava (Das Lehrerseminar der Kurländischen Ritterschaft in  Irmlau), led by 
music teacher Jānis Bētiņš. Choral societies began to perform in public, sometimes 
calling together groups of singers from the local area. In this way Latvians began to 
refer to such events as “a festival of singing (alternatively, a celebration of singing)”, an 
activity which was already known to the Baltic Germans from the first half of the 
19th  century onwards — Music Festivals (Musikfest) or Choir Festivals (Sängerfest) 
took place elsewhere in Europe.

Such festivals of singing reflected the socalled Liedertafel (German male voice 
choir) tradition in Germany, Switzerland, Austria, also found in the Scandinavian 
countries: during the mid19th century period of movement of national and patriotic 
upsurge, choral singing in many Western European countries developed into an im
portant mobilising force for society. A wave of establishing male voice choirs had al
ready rolled over the Germanic nations of Europe during the first half of the century.6 
Soon thereafter mass gatherings made their appearance, groups of hundreds, even of a 
thousand singers, at regional and interregional level.7

Amateur German groups of singers were active in all of the largest cities in the 
Baltic.8 The first occasion of a joint concert given by several amateur Baltic German 
choirs in the Baltic was the Daugava Music Festival (Düna-Musikfest), held in June 
1836 in Riga. Baltic German amateur choirs taking part in this Festival hailed from 
Reval (now Tallinn), Dorpat (Tartu), Pärnu, Mitau (Jelgava), Libau (Liepāja), Wolmar 
(Valmiera), and Riga. These choirs, joined by several others, also took part in Baltic 
German Festivals held in Reval, in 1857 and 1866, with similar festivals held in Riga in 
1861 and 1880.9 The format for the proceedings took final shape during these  Festivals: 
two concerts featured the joint choir — one spiritual, one secular, complemented by 
a parade of the participants through the city streets, as well as by a choir com petition.

5 Out of the 45 choir conductors at the I Nationwide Latvian Song Festival, 25 had graduated from the seminar 
for folk teachers run by Jānis Cimze. For details about this seminar and its graduates see: Peterson, K. C., 
Bach, J., Inselberg, E. Das ritterschaftliche Parochiallehrer Seminar in Walk. Riga: Jonck & Poliewsky, 1898.

6 Carl Friedrich Zelter, Director of the SingAkademie in Berlin, founded the first Liedertafel (male voice 
singers) association in 1809. Heinrich Dorn, a conductor and composer, founder of the Liedertafel in Riga 
(1833) was among his students — one of the most brilliant personalities in the musical life of Riga from 
1832 to 1843. The book of minutes of Riga Liedertafel is held by the Latvian State History Archive (6479. f., 
465.–467. apr.).

7 For example, such festivals occurred in the German states, in Frankfurt am Main (1838), in Würzburg 
(1845), in Lübeck (1847; with around 1800 singers), in Leipzig (1848; there were around 5000 participants in 
the joint male voice choir).

8 The following groups were active in Riga, Die Rigaer Liedertafel (est. 1833), Der Rigaer Liederkranz (est. 
1851), Der Rigaer Sängerkreis (est. 1859), and Der Rigaer Männergesangverein (est. 1862).

9 The Baltic Song Festival in Riga (Das Baltische Sängerfest in Riga) in 1861 featured the participation of 21 
male choirs with a total of more than 600 singers. (See: Jaunslaviete, B. Ieskats vācbaltiešu Dziesmu svētku 
vēsturē. Mūzikas akadēmijas raksti III. Jāzepa Vītola Latvijas Mūzikas akadēmija. Rīga: Musica Baltica, 
JVLMA, 2007, 33.–52. lpp.)



566 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

For the above reasons, it has to be admitted that the Latvian tradition of Song Fes
tivals came into being as an international synergy of ideas, which attributed a deci
sive role to song as a factor uniting the nation. In Europe, this process took place in 
parallel with the triumph of nationalism as an ideology, the emancipation of nations 
and the idea of establishing a national state getting stronger. The Song Festival tradi
tion is destined to be sustainable in Latvia, as well as in Estonia and Lithuania. This is 
related to local aspects of sociopolitical life and circumstances, that the importance of 
these festivals has been determined throughout their existence by ongoing reallife 
events in society, and the need either for national consolidation or for national opposi
tion to a regime. The large share of arrangements of Latvian folk songs in the song fes
tival repertoire is one reason why song festivals have persisted. The musicologist 
 Arnolds Klotiņš insists that: “The attachment of choirs to folk songs was the deciding 
reason why largescale song festivals were able to continue and not to disintegrate 
early in the 20th century, when social discord affected choirs which had different inte
rests, ideology, and repertoire, at a time when in several countries where gigantic joint 
choirs previously assembled it proved impossible to continue to do so.”10

There were 11 occurrences of local days of song in the rural areas and small towns 
of Latvia during the decade comprising the prehistory of the Nationwide Song Festi
vals.11 Choirs had performed either separately or jointly on these occasions. Most 
songs had texts in German, but some had Latvian words. The first venue for commu
nity singing, organised by Juris Neikens, a Latvian pastor and writer, was a birch grove 
of the Rectory in Dikļi (1864). There were 120 singers in attendance from six male 
choirs, augmented by 120 children from four parish schools. The largest event encom
passing participants from a district, later called the First Festival of Song in Kurzeme, 
took place in Dobele, in the summer of 1870. This festival attracted a total of 400 sing
ers, who represented 15 choirs, and an audience of at least four thousand. A sym
phonic orchestra consisting of students at the School Teachers’ Seminar in Irlava 
(numbering 40, including other musicians) also took part. 

We can therefore conclude that by the close of the 1860s a “choir movement” had 
appeared in rural areas in Latvia which featured series of organised events. Thus, the 
choir singing movement in Latvia reflected more extensive processes in much the same 
way as in the Czech Republic, Finland, Norway and other countries inhabited by new 
nations: aspiration for demonstrating equality with other “older” European peoples. 
This choir singing in an internationally accepted form of professional music culture of 
Western Europe — a cappella singing in multiple voices — continued to express popu
lar joy of singing which up to then had been expressed at home events or in church. 

The issue of repertoire was very important — the enthusiasm of some singers 
from rural areas had begun to flag in the absence of a Latvian repertoire. The personal 
engagement of Jānis Cimze proved to be decisive: during the spring of 1872, choirs 

10 Klotiņš, A., Zālīte, M. Latviešu koru fenomens = The phenomenon of Latvian choirs. Rīga: Jumava, 1998, p. 21. 
11 Information taken from materials concerning the history of choral singing in Latvia, gathered and critically 

evaluated by the musicologist Oļģerts Grāvītis. See also: Bērzkalns, V. Latviešu Dziesmu svētku vēsture 
1864–1940. [Brooklyn]: Grāmatu draugs, 1965. 



567Ilma Grauzdiņa, Ilze Šarkovska-Liepiņa    CHOIR SINGING AND SONG FESTIVALS IN LATVIA

were presented with the first edition of a collection, Songs for Boys and Men (Dziesmu 
rota jaunekļiem un vīriem).12 The second part, Flowers of the Field (Lauka puķes), con
sisted of 86 Latvian folksongs arranged for a male voice choir by J. Cimze and his 
coworkers.13 This represented a giant step towards realising an idea that was ripening, 
notably to hold a general festival of Latvians.14 One of the most authoritative research
ers of the history, Valentīns Bērzkalns, notes that “only a leader and a central organisa
tion was missing to allow the individual flames lit by tiny sparks to coalesce into a 
bonfire that would rouse the nation.”15

The Riga Latvian Society (founded in 1868) became such a centre. Organisation 
began in earnest in February 1873, and the Festival took place in June of that year. All 
preparatory work was thus completed in a few months. Choirs by and large were able 
to master the repertoire of songs. The enthusiasm and elation which typified the pe
riod of national awakening led to this outcome.

Song Festivals are a part of and a reflection of the history of Latvia. In evaluating 
the relationship between Song Festivals and social and historicalpolitical events and 
the influence of ideology, we see that the Song Festivals fall into four development pe
riods: the first period — from the late 19th century to the early 20th century (the I–V 
Festivals); the second period — the era of the first free state of Latvia (the VI–IX Festi
vals); the longest is the third period, which began with Soviet occupation in 1940, and 
lasted for half a century, when Latvia was forcibly incorporated into the Soviet Union 
(the X–XIX Festivals); the fourth period — from the Third National Awakening, the 
years of the singing revolution16 (1987–1991) to the period of the renewed state of 
 Latvia. This last period began with the XX Nationwide Latvian Song Festival in 1990, 
and currently we are witnesses to its continuation during the 21st century.17

From the I Festival of Song (1873) to the V Song Festival (1910)

The first five Song Festivals18 took place at a time when the State of Latvia did not 
exist. The Governorates of Kurzeme and Vidzeme were integral parts of the Russian 
Empire. Latgale was part of the Vitebsk Governorate, and, therefore, its residents did 

12 Cimze, J. Dziesmu rota jaunekļiem un vīriem. 2. daļa. Leipzig: [publisher not specified.], 1872.
13 The first part of Dziesmu rota jaunekļiem un vīriem — “Dārza puķes” (Garden Flowers), consisted mostly of 

songs with texts by German authors, which were translated into Latvian.
14 Estonians had already successfully held their I Song Festival in Tartu in 1869. The joint choir had 800 male 

singers. For historical and political reasons the Lithuanians were able to hold their I Song Festival only in 
1924.

15 Bērzkalns, V. Latviešu Dziesmu svētku vēsture 1864–1940, 28.–29. lpp.
16 The term Singing Revolution usually denotes the social processes in the Baltic which led to restoration of 

independent Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. Choirs led by their conductors participated in meetings, as
semblies, and demonstrations, which featured patriotic songs.

17 Identical periods have been set out in: Grāvītis, O. Latviešu dziesmu svētku brīnums. Rīga: Valsts tautas māk
slas centrs, 2002.

18 The I Song Festival took place in 1873, the II, in 1880, the III, in 1888, and the IV, in 1895. Sociopolitical events 
delayed holding the V Song Festival, and this was held only in 1910. All of these Nationwide Song Festivals 
took place in Riga, except that Jelgava was the venue for the IV Nationwide Latvian Song and Music Festival. 
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Fig. 2. The Song Festival Flag, sown 
in 1873, also known as the Līgo Flag. 
Photograph by Juris Krūmiņš

not take part in these festivals. State administration was ef
fected by Russian officials, while German traditions prevailed 
in cultural life. Latvians until then had yet to announce their 
existence as a cultural nation or to demonstrate this; the pro
cess was substantially helped by the first three Song Festivals. 
Inspired by the National Awakening, the Song Festivals became 
an important way to raise national self-awareness. This was 
achieved by responding to a slogan favoured by the New Lat
vians (jaun latvieši): “May consensus and love reign among 
 Latvians, that people from Kurzeme, Vidzeme, and Riga, not be 
alone during their times of joy and sadness as a people, but in
stead hold fast to one another!”19 

The first musical artistic achievements raised selfaware
ness — the concerts of the III Song Festival (1888) demon
strated that Latvians had reached the threshold for professional 
music creation: the programme of the joint choir included 
works by ten Latvian composers, the first elements of a sym
phony were performed at the concert of vocal and instrumental 
music,20 there were performances by the first professional mu
sicians. Two young principal conductors — Andrejs Jurjāns 
and Ernests Vīgners had studied at institutions of higher learn

ing. Stabilisation of the tradition meant a stronger basis was set for the choir move-
ment as well as a rise in number of choirs.21 

Despite a certain tension that existed in daily interaction of the German and Lat
vian urban communities, the German press in Riga published quite approving reviews 
of the III Song Festival. For example, Moritz Rudolph wrote the following about the 
secular concert: “(…) firstly, we must note that the national element which previously 
(i.e. during the concert of spiritual music. – I. G., I. Š.-L.) had been mostly evident in 
their language and national costumes came immeasurably more to the forefront. Truly 
national music was performed. The largest, or at any rate a large part of the long 
 programme was given over to Latvian folksongs, hence these were songs truly repre
senting Latvians. They are incredibly rich and diverse! We found most original those 
which had more of a joyous nature to them (…) Contemplative songs also were on the 
programme, and thus, the natural talent of the people displayed such a range of senti
ment lacking even a hint of monotony; these songs spoke to the hearts of a people that 
celebrated their festivity, while they evoke in others at the very least considerable 

19 Tomsons, R. Pirmie vispārīgie latviešu dziedāšanas svētki. Rīga, 1873. 
20 Three parts of a Symphony in E Minor by Jāzeps Vītols, the “March of the All Latvian Latvian Song Festival”, 

by Andrejs Jurjāns, two parts of his “Latvian Dances” and the cantata, “For the Fatherland”.
21 There were 1003 singers from 45 choirs present, and 30 musicians from the Irlava Seminar Orchestra who 

took part in the I Nationwide Latvian Song Festival; at the II Song Festival there were 1653 participants from 
69 choirs, as well as individual singers; at the III Song Festival the joint choir comprised 2618 singers from 
117 choirs.
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 interest.”22 In contrast, the reaction of the Rus
sian press in Riga to the III Song Festival was 
distinctly negative, the tone of articles was 
quite different from that in the columns of the 
newspaper Рижский Вестник, which had in
formed its readers about the I and II Song Fes
tivals. This change in attitude was related to 
the policy of Baltic Russification which was 
strictly implemented starting in the second 
half of the 1880s; in this context the Festivals 
were described as a dangerous and undesirable 
expression of Latvian national selfawareness: 
“(…) attempts by Latvian publicists to portray 
the Festival as a “commemoration of non 
existent national unification” have borne fruit; 
reflection of this Festival glimmers, in the brighteyed imaginings of newly created 
Latvian ‘nationalists’, in all the colours of the rainbow,”23 was only part of a caustic and 
ironic anonymous article which appeared in the newspaper Рижский Вестник.

Divisive class issues appeared in society at the end of the 19th century when the 
best years of New Latvian unity were in the past. Two Latvian Societies competed for 
the right to hold the IV Song and Music Festival (1895) — the Riga Latvian Society 
(RLS) and the Jelgava Latvian Society (JLS). Emotions heightened to an unnecessary 
extent degraded efforts of the two competitors. Jelgava was favoured to be the venue 
because the Festival was intended to commemorate the centenary of inclusion of 
Courland (Kurzeme) into the Tsarist Empire. The Russian Tsar concurred to holding 
such a Festival. 

The diversity of the programme for the Song and Music Festival in Jelgava re
flected the development of the overall culture level of Latvian society.24 This was the 
first occasion when a Latvian symphonic orchestra was assembled with 170  members. 
This orchestra was formed from 23 groups of country musicians, together with indi
vidual players, including 37 Latvian youths who had received a professional musical 
education. Inclusion of a vocal instrumental concert in the programme of the Song 
Festival had additional important consequences — this familiarised Latvians with 
concert music. 

Organisers of the V Song Festival — the Riga Latvian Society had to overcome 
serious obstacles. A swirl of polemics meant that the initial idea — to hold the Festival 

22 Das weltliche Konzert des lettischen Sängerfestes. Rigaer Tageblatt, Nr. 141, 1888, S. 3. This and other re
views of Latvian Song Festivals which appeared in the German and Russian press have been taken from a 
com pilation of such articles, with added comments, by the musicologist Baiba Jaunslaviete: Latviešu mūzika 
cit tautu kritiķu skatījumā (1873–1926). Rīga: Musica Baltica, JVLMA, 2004.

23 Рижский Вестник, № 139, 1888.
24 This was produced by a dozen theatre performances, a substantial exhibition organised by the Agricultural 

and Economics Association of Kurzeme, prayer in church, a choir competition, three joint concerts, feasts, a 
ball — a full programme for five days.

Fig. 3. The large building erected in Jelgava for the 
IV Festival of Song and Music (1895) (RMM 41324)
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to coincide with seven hundred years elapsed since the founding of Riga (1901) — had 
to be abandoned. Preparatory work for a Festival restarted in 1903 was halted by a 
government decree: outbreak of the RussoJapanese War led to this proscription. In 
1908, polemical crossfire targeted the intent of the RLS to hold a Festival in com
memoration of 200 years since inclusion of Vidzeme in the Russian Empire. This pro
posal was rejected both on the left, and by many who held more moderate views: 
which choirs and conductors would gather in Riga to praise the Tsar — murderer of 
the people, after execution of revolutionaries in 1905 and work of the accompanying 
punishment expeditions? The composer and conductor Emilis Melngailis, who had 
written a brochure, A Sanctuary or a Blunder (1909), heatedly declared in it, “this will 
neither be a festival, nor will the people come”. The apparent political neutrality of the 
Festival organisers, including that of Jāzeps Vītols, angered Melngailis and others who 
opposed the idea. 

The V Song Festival (1910) did, however, take place, albeit with a slightly revised 
repertoire. Critical articles appeared in the press. It is, however, an undeniable fact 
that for the first time, the programme of the secular concert featured only Latvian 
compositions — 24 songs by 11 composers. In addition to official praise of the Em
pire, some decidedly patriotic sentiments were expressed: “If armed with the spirit of 
work and the spirit of song, righteous, with a strong will, strong in our faith, and with 
love, we shall set sail on the ocean tossing people, the God will not allow our boat to 
sink, then God will bless Latvia.”25 Was the insistence of the more farsighted musi
cians justified in rising above political class struggles in the name of continuing with 
Latvian culture and choir singing? Of course, yes. This was the first time when the fate 
was decided of Latvian Song Festivals “to be or not to be”. Forty years later history 
would repeat itself.

We may conclude that the five Festivals of the first period
• strengthened the mass nature of the choir movement, transformed choir singing 

into an effective form of selfexpression of the people; 
• promoted creation of quality music literature for Latvian choirs. This influenced 

the taste and scale of music values of singers; 
• strengthened cooperation of professional and amateur music makers and laid 

the foundations of a professional art of conducting choirs;26

25 The Latvian national anthem, composed by Kārlis Baumanis, begins with the words “God, bless Latvia”. It 
was sung for the first time in 1873 at the premises of the Rīga Latvian Society, by one of the choirs from 
Riga — the Male Choir of the Baltic Teacher Seminar — in the form of greeting Festival participants. By the 
turn of the century, the song had become the unofficial anthem of yet non-existing Latvia; the joint choir 
per formed this song at the IV and V Song Festivals.

26 This is confirmed by the fact that first place in the song wars of the V Song Festival was shared by choirs 
conducted by Jāzeps Vītols and those by the Latvian organist, conductor, and music teacher Pauls Jozuus. 
Pauls Jozuus was also a Principal Conductor in the three following Nationwide Song Festivals, and, during 
that time, one of the most highly reputed professional choir conductors in Latvia. 
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• indirectly promoted development of different musical genres,27 as well as other 
sectors of art and arts, and crafts.

The last of these factors included the purposebuilt Festival buildings which were 
designed by Latvian architects.28 A stand, based on a design by Jānis Frīdrihs Baumanis 
was built in Ķeizardārzs (a park in Riga, today Dziesmu svētku parks) for the singers of 
the first Song Festival. Large wooden buildings with a roof were built for each of the fol
lowing Song Festivals; in addition, these halls included an organ set up for the occasion. 
The largest and most impressive of these edifices was built, following a design by Kon
stantīns Pēkšēns, in Jelgava for the IV Song and Music Festival. It was 72 m long and 
150 m wide — at the time the world’s largest wooden building.29 There was room inside 
for 5000 singers, and an audience of 25 000. These temporary buildings were the venue 
for concert rehearsals, choir competitions, concerts, the closing ball. In the case of the 
II Song Festival around 4000 persons attended the ball, with up to 800 pairs dancing at 
times. An even greater number of individuals — more than ten thousand — enjoyed 
themselves at the closing ball held in the giant building of Jelgava during the IV Festival. 

From the VI Song Festival (1926) to the IX Song Festival (1938)

The second period in the history of Latvian Song Festivals comprises events which 
occurred during the 1920s and 1930s.30 These festivals were held at regular intervals (in 
1926, 1931, 1933, and 1938). Revival of the Festival tradition was announced by the 
Youth of Latvia Song Festival held in 1922, as well as by the Song Days to mark 50 years 
since the Nationwide Song Festival held in the summer of 1923. Both of these events 
produced an encouraging message: destruction wreaked during the First World War 
and the hardships endured as refugees had not destroyed the people’s joy and skill in 
singing. 

This is conclusively illustrated by figures characterising the intensity of district 
Song Festivals. During the 1920s–1930s, at least 121 (!) festivals were held at various 
regional levels. There were further 17 festivals in 1939–1940 in various places in 
 Latvia.31 The last of these festivals was the scrupulously prepared Song Festival of Lat
gale which took place in Daugavpils on 16 June 1940. This very day units of the USSR 
army attacked a Latvian Border Guard post in the district of Abrene, in the village of 

27 The following pieces were performed at the IV Song and Music Festival: “Jubilant March”, by Juris Jurjāns, 
for wind orchestra, “Ačkups”, by Andrejs Jurjāns, for a symphonic orchestra, “Valse grotesque”, by Jāzeps 
Vītols, for a string orchestra; three symphonic portraits (“Līgo”, by Jāzeps Vītols, “By Staburags”, by Alfrēds 
Kalniņš, “The Liberation of the Latvian People”, by Andrejs Jurjāns) were presented at the V Song Festival, as 
well as the cantata “Song”, by Jāzeps Vītols. 

28 The buildings were dismantled after the end of each festival and the materials reused.
29 For details about Festival buildings, see entries by Andrejs Holcmanis in: Dziesmu svētku mazā enciklopēdija. 

Rīga: Musica Baltica, JVLMA, 2004, 220.–228. lpp.
30 Activities of the Latvian Riflemen’s choirs during the years of the First World War had a unique link to the 

events of previous periods. A specially organised Song Festival of the Riflemen, under the direction of Jānis 
Reinholds, was held in June 1918 in Moscow. 

31 Information sourced from materials collected by O. Grāvītis: Dziesmu svētku mazā enciklopēdija, 64. lpp.
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Fig. 4. Annija Vītola and Jāzeps Vītols at the VI Song 
Festival (1926) (RMM 160931)

Rītupe (Masļenki), and Latvia was occupied on 
the following day 17 June. 

There was no discussion during the period 
of independence of Latvia of the need to hold 
Song Festivals. However, arguments, even in
temperate arguments, arose from time to time 
concerning the repertoire, the rights of singers, 
about apparently excessive demands placed on 
choirs. A quintessential question arose precisely 
during the years between the VI and VII Song 
Festivals: namely, what was the meaning and 
mission of Latvian Song Festivals?

One aspect of the answer to this question 
is clear enough: the Festivals must be affirma

tions of national identity. This takes the form of a Latvian repertoire and attire, in
cluding careful attention to the authenticity of Latvian folk costumes worn. The appeal 
for national unity gained new value in the independent state. Before the VI Song Festi
val (1926), J. Vītols wrote the following, “let us achieve spiritual unity through com
mon song, through this unity — a united people, our collateral for a safe future”.32

However, Jāzeps Vītols — a highly cultured person, Rector of the Latvian Con
servatory, Chairman of the Association of Composers of Latvia, Skaņražu kopa, estab
lished in 1923 — and his associates felt that the mission of Festivals also included 
 another aspect: the Song Festival as indicator of the development level of musical 
artistry of the people. The choir repertoire must not be contaminated by insignificant 
pieces of music, hence, everyone — the conductors, singers, and the audience — must 
appreciate true artistic values. With a view to implement this stand, the association of 
musicians Skaņražu kopa organised a competition for new works during the period 
running up to the VI Song Festival; 37 composers entered this completion submitting 
48 larger or smaller music scores. The Festival repertoire saw the entry of artistically 
brilliant songs, which were technically not easy to perform. 

The repertoire of the joint choir was partially differentiated in order to include 
complicated songs in the third concert of this Festival: the compositions which were 
included in the first part, as well as the additional patriotic songs were sung by all 
choirs, but the optional repertoire of the second and third parts was performed only 
by urban choirs and the largest rural choirs.33 This proposed a new model for the con
cert in the presence of a full joint choir with the possibility that some new composi
tions of high artistic merit (and technical difficulty) would be performed by selected 
choirs only, while retaining the feeling of unity for all members of the joint choir.

32 Vadonis VI latvju Vispārējiem dziesmu un mūzikas svētkiem 1926. gada 19.–21. jūnijā. Peņģerots., V. (red.). 
Rīga: VI latvju dziesmu un mūzikas svētku rīcības komitejas izdevums, 1926.

33 The songs, “Midsummer Night”, by Jānis Mediņš, “Rejoicing”, by Alfrēds Kalniņš, and “That Breeze”, by Jānis 
Zālītis, were performed during the second part of the concert, while the cantatas: “From the Tree of Con
fession”, by Jāzeps Vītols, “The Broken Pines”, by Harijs Ore, and “Work and Song”, by Alfrēds Kalniņš, were 
sung during the third part, with the choir accompanied by a symphony orchestra.
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Fig. 5. The principal conductors of the VI Song Festival 
(1926). From left to right: Pauls Jozuus, Alfrēds Kalniņš, 
Teodors Reiters, and Emilis Melngailis (RMM 430194)
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Critics declared the joint choir perfor
mance in the summer of 1926 to have 
demonstrated an extraordinarily high level of 
musical achievement, but there was no lack 
of disgruntled comment after the end of the 
Song Festival: rehearsals, it was claimed, had 
been too lengthy, tickets, too expensive, that 
many conductors had felt insecure when 
faced with a daunting repertoire. This was 
fertile ground for divisions to appear, as well 
as providing room for personal insults. A se
rious conflict was in the offing between the 
members of Skaņražu kopa (this included 
prominent composers, who cooperated with 
the principal conductors of the VI Song Fes
tival) and the Conductors’ Association, the latter dissatisfied with the approach to rep
ertoire as implemented by the composers. 

Creation of the Latvian Song Festival Association (1930) proved to be crucial in 
helping to eliminate dissension. Supervised by Jāzeps Vītols this Association was able, 
by means of the VII Song Festival (1931) and the VIII Song Festival (1933), to facili
tate successful elimination of the complex relationships which had arisen from a clash 
of personal social, political, musical, and personal ambitions; in addition, this Associ
ation started to prepare for the IX Song Festival (1938). They retained and built upon 
the most important innovations: competitions were organised for original works, with 
jury members invited from Lithuania and Estonia; they familiarised singers with a 
wide range of original works by Latvian composers;34 they organised contests for the 
attire of singers; they issued highly informative booklets about the Song Festivals; 
they partially retained in the “third concerts” the principle of a subdivided concert 
 programme.35 The tradition was also kept of starting the concert by the joint choir 
with a religious song. The critic Vidvuds Jurēvičs emphasised the significance of this 
positive nuance in an article about the VI Song Festival as follows: “The first part was 
spiritual in character. Let Soviet scribblers sneer that Latvian people began their Festi
val with a prayer. There are still places on this earth where the spirit is ascendant over 
coarse matter, where everyone may of his own accord, stand when hearing the 
 majestic hymn, “Oh Jerusalem, awake”. That is not the same as the “International” 
with the roar of cannon in the background.”36

34 The following composers made their debut in Song Festivals: Jāzeps Mediņš, Harijs Ore, Valdemārs Ozoliņš, Jānis 
Zālītis, at the VI Song Festival; Ādolfs Ābele, Jānis Cīrulis, Jēkabs Graubiņš, Jānis Kalniņš, Atis Kauliņš, Kār lis 
Kažociņš, Paula Līcīte, Jēkabs Poruks, Marģeris Zariņš, at the VII Song Festival; Pēteris Barisons, Volfgangs Dār
ziņš, at the VIII Song Festival; Alfrēds Feils, Jānis Mediņš, Jānis Norvilis, Ādolfs Skulte, at the IX Song Festival.

35 Four songs of the programme of the VII Song Festival were performed only by choirs from Latgale, three songs, 
by choirs from Vidzeme, while the string of songs, “Young Lads, Young Maidens”, was performed by mixed 
choirs from various cities. Third concerts also featured solo performances by guest choirs.

36 Юревичъ, В. Первый день певческаго праздника. Сегодня, № 135, 1926, c. 8.
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In terms of its scope the IX Song Festival (1938), for which the State President 
acted as Patron, exceeded all previous Festivals.37 The venue for this Festival was a 
magnificent stage for events located on Victory Square (Uzvaras laukums) in 
Pārdaugava. Singers and members of the audience unprecedented in their number 
filled the Square. The press corps included 25 foreign reporters from nine countries. 
Shortly after the end of the Festival, the press in Latvia was replete with copies of re
views which had been published by the foreign press, which were distinctly apprecia
tive of music culture and choir traditions in Latvia and the economic achievements of 
the Latvian state over the previous 20 years. 

What conclusions may be drawn from the advances in the field of choir singing 
during this second historical period of Song Festivals? 

• The professional level of conductors rose. This was the result of engagement of 
graduates of the Conservatory of Latvia and the People’s Conservatory38 in con
ducting choirs, and well organised music education in teacher training insti
tutes. 

• A group of strong leading choirs emerged, which found itself subject to con
stant demanding critical attention and which were able to carry abroad a mes
sage about the quality of choirs in Latvia. During the first half of the 1920s, the 
 Reiters’ choir, founded and conducted by Teodors Reiters, was unsurpassed in 
this regard; later other music units also came up to their level.

• Strong choirs inspired composers, and choir literature was regularly enriched 
with artistically and technically excellent works by the most eminent Latvian 
composers.

• A model of joint rehearsals was developed for organising Song Festivals, as well 
as the duties of a principal conductor were set out: each principal conductor 
was obliged to meet singers from every region at least once at joint rehearsals,39 
they were to  provide instructions on how songs were to be taught, and these in
structions were published in the journal Mūzikas Apskats of the Latvian Song 
Festival Association. 

• The national and state mission of Song Festivals was identified: “to develop the 
taste of choirs, to provide a way for distinctive, unique and valued Latvian music 

37 Participants of the VI Song Festival (1926) included 6526 singers from 168 choirs, united brass bands of 15 
Latvian army regiments with 352 members, as well as a symphony orchestra with 128 musicians; in the VII 
Song Festival (1931) the Esplanāde Square in Rīga was filled with 10 880 singers from 275 choirs, with a 
very similar number of participants at the VIII Song Festival (1933). However, the joint choir of the IX Song 
Festival (1938) consisted of 14  456 singers from 381 choirs, while there were 250 players in the united 
symphony orchestra. For more details see: IX Latviešu dziesmu svētki. Vītoliņš, J. (red.). Rīga: IX Dziesmu 
svētku rīcības komitejas izdevums, 1938; see also: Bērzkalns, V. Latviešu dziesmu svētku vēsture 1864–1940. 

38 These educational establishments at secondary level, specialised in music, came into being during the inter
war period.

39 Four principal conductors held 127 choir rehearsals in 19 regions, in advance of the VI Song Festival, as well 
as additional advance rehearsals in Rīga; choirs were regrouped into 25 regions in advance of the VIII Song 
Festival, while before the IX Song Festival — into 32 regions; choirs resident outside of Rīga gathered on 
128 occasions in all. If a principal conductor was sometimes unable to attend, his place was taken by a deputy.
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to reach the people, counteracting cheap homegrown musical dilettantism” 
(Jēkabs Vītoliņš).40 With this the Festivals were saved from transformation into 
simple amusement or an assembly of amateurs. 

• Recognition consolidated that Song Festivals were one of the factors uniting 
the Baltic peoples.41 Fifty years later, this common sentiment found outlet in 
the folklore festival Baltica-88, the student Song Festival Gaudeamus88, and 
other developments which were crucial for and which typified the Baltic 
 Awakening.

From the X Song Festival (1948) to the XIX Song Festival (1985) 

The major Song Festivals held during the Soviet period cover four decades. Events 
that took place during this long period in the life of the state and that of choirs, fall 
into three phases: X–XIII Song Festival (1948–1960); XIV–XVI Song Festival (1965–
1973); XVII–XIX Song Festival (1977–1985). The first phase covers the time, approxi
mately, from the mid-1940s until 1960, comprising the postwar period of choir re
newal in Latvia, and the brief political thaw during the second half of the 1950s, which 
was very important for cultural life in Latvia. 

When looking back at the first postwar years the correct question to ask is: what 
motivated people during that period to think about song and festivals? This was a time 
when there were practically no families whose members had either been deported, had 
died during the war, or had left to go into exile, when the rural population had been for
cibly herded into kolkhozes, when the press was full of lies about life in free Latvia? 
A  key to understanding may be found in the Latvian folksong, “I saw on the sea”, 
wherein, after a sad account of a family member who had drowned, the final verse ex
presses  determination to pick oneself up, and resolutely to face up to what fate has 
brought. Life goes on — there is no alternative. When the pictures taken of choirs during 
the late 1940s are examined, we note the bright smiling faces of singers. These smiles are 
not forced. They expressed the joy of living which was vital for the people to survive. It is 
also significant that the process of renewing choir singing was started by conductors, on 
both sides of the Iron Curtain — living in exile and in Latvia — immediately after the 
end of the Second World War. Astute individuals on both sides intuitively sensed that 
the nation had to sing, that it might not break under the load of daily hardships.

The question is also appropriate: what were the reasons why the Communist re
gime had any need of Song Festivals after the Second World War? These could simply 

40 VII latvju Vispārīgie dziesmu svētki 20., 21., 22. jūnijā 1931. Dakers, N. (red.). Rīga: Latviešu dziesmu bied
rības izdevums, 1931, 26. lpp.

41 Creative contacts between musicians in the Baltic States resulted in the alignment of joint activities with 
respect to Song Festivals. For example, the IV Congress on Cooperation between Estonians, Latvians and 
Lithuanians, and a “Baltic Week”, took place under the auspices of the Riga Latvian Association during the 
IX Song Festival. One week later, guest choirs from Lithuania and Latvia took part in the XI Estonian Song 
Festival in Tallinn.
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have been banned, in like manner as the regime sought to erase memory of many his
torical events. There is little doubt that Soviet ideologists well recognised the great 
power of song and sought to exploit this by directing the choir movement along a path 
which would favour the new ideology. The new authorities deliberately sought to dis
tract the public from paying attention to political and social problems by stimulating 
socalled amateur artistic activities. Evidently they hoped that, with the help of an iron 
purposeful regulation of the choir repertoire and the press which would focus on the 
magnificent outward appearance of the Festivals, it would be possible to eradicate the 
national roots of this tradition to replace them with ideas of the international brotherly 
relations of the Soviet peoples.42 In order to stress the fact that Song Festivals under 
Soviet rule had nothing in common with earlier Song Festivals, their numbering was 
changed — the Festival in 1948 was declared to be the I Song Festival of Soviet Latvia.43 

A Department for Choir Conductors at the State Conservatory of Latvia first ad
mitted students in academic year 1945/1946. The most capable young graduates, as 
well as those conductors who had remained in Latvia were designated as regional 
Principal Conductors. Reviews of choirs were held every summer (1945, 1946, 1947), 
there were concerts featuring joint choirs, with a Song Festival held in Riga in the 
summer of 1948.44 Memoirs of choir conductors relate that the singers were very en
thusiastic; people were starving for positive emotional experiences. The audience came 
to the festivals to convince themselves that there were still some values in life that had 
not changed, even if the flagpoles surrounding the stage of a Song Festival flew the red 
flag emblazoned with a hammer and sickle. 

Already during the first postwar years, regular reviews of amateur collectives 
were instituted to enforce a high standard for their activities. In comparison with the 
practices of how choir wars had taken place in the context of Song Festivals, these re
views were no longer voluntary, but were of compulsory nature. However, it has to be 
recognised that this stringent approach, which still obtains today to coordination of 
amateur activities, filled not only a control function: development of the skills of choirs 
has provided enjoyment for the singers and introduced young talented conductors to 
the wider public.45 

42 This was eminently evident in press articles during the first decade of the postwar period, wherein in
sistence was overwhelming that the content of the Song Festivals of Soviet Latvia was new, that songs would 
express gratitude to Soviet power and the Communist Party for the opportunity to live and hold these 
Festivals in the family of the Soviet peoples. This positive and exalted tone was also sustained throughout the 
book by Klements Mediņš, Latviešu dziesmu svētki (Rīga: LVI, 1955). The facts and figures contained in this 
book are selective, and presented in a tendentious way — as dictated by the regime. In later studies, much of 
this information was presented in a different light — starkly, more truthfully, and better argued. 

43 The “renumbering” of Song Festivals was brought about through ideological pressure coupled with an 
obligatory dedication to dates of state importance (the anniversary of creation of the Latvian SSR, the 
100th birthday of Lenin, the 50th anniversary of the USSR, the 60th anniversary of the Great October Socialist 
Revolution, etc.) continued until 1990 when historically correct numbering was restored, and with the ab
sence of any contrived dedication of Festivals.

44 The IV Song Festival took place during the summer of 1946 in Vilnius, and the XII Song Festival in Tallinn, 
in the summer of 1947.

45 This applies to the leaders of dance groups and brass bands — regular dance competitions have taken place 
from 1948 onwards, while competitions for brass bands date from 1960.
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An effort was made and remarkable results achieved on behalf of the life of choirs 
during the period of the political “Thaw” which occurred throughout the second half 
of the 1950s46. A series of Baltic Student Song Festivals started up with I and II Song 
Festivals (1956 in Tartu; 1958 in Riga). Gatherings of male voice choirs also started up 
(1958, in Smiltene, 1959, in Dobele) and of women’s choirs (1959, in Smiltene). A Cul
ture Week featuring Latgale was held in Riga (1958), and a Song Festival of Latgale in 
Daugavpils (1959). Preparations were started for the 1960 Song and Dance Festival, for 
the I Song un Dance Festival for School Youth (1960), and for the I rally of brass bands 
(1960). However — what was most important — the artistic level of choirs rose signi
fi cantly: at the XIII Song Festival (1960) the Jury accepted 34 choirs as participants in 
the final competition round.

The next period, the 1960s–1970s, was marked by further rise in choir skills and 
ever more frequent concert trips outside the territory of the Soviet Union. During the 
summer of 1960, the Collegium of the Latvian SSR Culture Ministry decided on crea
tion of the honorary title of a People’s Choir. This decision meant recognition that 
certain amateur choirs in Latvia had progressed to such an extent that their abilities 
were significantly greater than those of other choirs. There were 11 choirs who were 
awarded the title of a People’s Choir; there were a total of 22 People’s Choirs as of the 
end of the XIV Song Festival (1965), and their number doubled over the coming de
cade, approaching half a hundred and choirs from all parts of Latvia had been given 
this status. The People’s Choirs competed in a separate category during the Song 
Wars.47 

The People’s Choirs enjoyed a certain privileged status — they had the best recog
nised conductors of Latvia, they also  enjoyed stable financial support. This afforded 
them every pos sibility for their development, to master complex works, to promote 
enrichment of original Latvian repertoire. The other choirs were set a target for their 
aspirations — to win recognition as a People’s Choir. This system worked well 

46 The period following the death of Stalin (1953) is known as the (political) “Thaw” period, when Nikita 
Khrushchev was First Secretary of the Central Committee of the CPSU, and the iron hold by Moscow 
briefly loosened. During this time, an astute group of individuals working within the government of Latvia, 
including Eduards Berklavs, Deputy Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Latvian SSR, Voldemārs 
Kalpiņš, Culture and Foreign Minister, and others, sought actively to better the position of Latvian national 
culture. However, from the early 1960s onwards, a course of action was decided in July 1959 in a secret 
plenary session of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Latvia (CC CPL); a plan drafted and 
implemented by Arvīds Pelše (First Secretary of the CC CPL from 1959 onwards) and Augusts Voss (First 
Secretary of the CC CPL from 1966 onwards), provided for smothering all national activities, in the name 
of internationalism, seeing in these activities the spectre of bourgeois nationalism. For example, the song, 
“Forever Blue”, by Emīls Dārziņš was for a time proscribed from public performance, and all songs written 
by Jāzeps Vītols for choirs which mentioned either God or Latvia were erased from the legacy of Song 
Festivals. As a consequence of the campaign waged by the CC CPL against celebrating Jāņi (the summer 
solstice, Midsummer Festival), the song “Midsummer Eve” by Emilis Melngailis was removed from the 
concert programme for the 1960 Festival. After failure of this campaign the song was reinstated in the re
pertoire of the 1965 Festival, “to remain there forever”.

47 Some 16 choirs took part in the review of People’s Choirs which occurred during the XIV Song Festival 
(1965); with 24 doing so during the XV Festival (1970), and 28, during the XVI Festival (1973). The de
scription People’s Choir is no longer in use after the XX Song Festival (1990).
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 throughout the 1960s– 
1970s, and audiences 
 eagerly awaited compe
tition of People’s Choirs 
in the Great Hall of the 
University of Latvia as 
exciting concerts. These 
events also saw an in
triguing competition 
among the conductors. 
Culture was the overall 
winner.

Choirs practically 
had no free time to relax 
during the intervening 
years between successive 
Song Festivals of this 
 period: gatherings oc

curred of choirs with similar profile (1962, in Jelgava; 1968, in Ogre), the V Inter
national Student Song Festival (1971, in Ogre). People’s Choirs took part in various 
other events.48 The E. Melngailis House of People’s Culture assiduously coordinated 
amateur activities throughout the republic and accumulated considerable organisa-
tional experience thereby. Very elaborate preparations were put in hand for the Cen-
tenary of Song Festivals (1973). A few facts will give an idea of the very considerable 
range of activities which characterised this period.

Engagement by conductors with the chamber choir consisting of choir conductors 
and music teachers led by Leonīds Vīgners provided an excellent opportunity for ex
change of experience between members; the same was true for the chamber choir Ave 
Sol, led by Imants Kokars. A riveting event of the 1972/1973 concert season proved to 
be the cycle of nine monographic concerts, “A centenary of Latvian choir music”, held 
in the Great Hall of the University of Latvia, introduced by Jēkabs Vītoliņš and 
Oļģerts Grāvītis. A series of extensive concerts was held in April 1972 in nine small 
towns and villages where local Days of Song had taken place before the I Nationwide 
Latvian Festival of Singing. Three or four People’s Choirs took part in each concert, in 
total 28 People’s Choirs participated in these concerts. Regional Song Festivals were 
held on the weekends of June–July 1972 in Madona, Tukums, Valka, Daugavpils, and 
Dobele. Reviews of choirs at regional level took place in April and May 1973 
(261 choirs), as well as those of brass bands (62 bands). A Jury led by Principal Con
ductor Daumants Gailis assessed all of the choirs of Latvia to select those which would 

48 For example, the review of People’s Choirs held in commemoration of the centenary of the birth of Jāzeps 
Vītols, took the form of a cycle of 12 concerts held in the Great Hall of the University of Latvia (1963); there 
was a review of People’s Choirs and a gathering of People’s Choirs in Cēsis (1964), a gathering of People’s 
Choirs in Ventspils (1967); commemoration of a decade of the People’s Choirs took the form of concerts in 
seven different cities (1968), and a Festival of People’s Choirs and Dance Ensembles (1975).

Fig. 6. Leonīds Vīgners, 
Conductor at the X–XVIII 
and XX–XXII Song Festivals. 
Photograph by Juris Krūmiņš

Fig. 7. Jānis Dūmiņš, Conductor at the 
XII–XXIV Song Festivals. Photograph by 
Juris Krūmiņš
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take part in the semifinal and final rounds of 
competition in Riga. A regional Song Festival 
was held in every region of Latvia in June or in 
early July 1973. Symbolic Festival torches were 
lit during these events in Madona, Dobele, and 
Val miera, which later were brought to Riga. 

It is evident from an overview of what can 
be read of the times and recollection of what was 
experienced that the feelings of the Song Festi
vals were shared by the participants themselves 
and all of the many people who helped and sup
ported the participants. Much was done of what 
was possible in Latvia in the 1970s to give na
tional content to Festivals: for a large part of the 
Latvian people the very fact of celebrating the 
centenary of Song Festivals allowed reflecting on 
their origins, about their continuation, and even 
about their Latvian identity.

The second half of the 1970s and the 1980s comprised a period when choirs from 
Latvia consolidated their international recognition. Choirs were able to undertake ever 
more often concert tours, and to take part in competitions. State support was quite 
generous in the light of their successes seen as evidence for achievements of Soviet 
culture. The women’s choir Dzintars, under conductors Ausma Derkēvica and Imants 
Cepītis, was the first choir from Latvia to triumph in an international competition (in 
1968, at the Béla Bartok International Choir Competition, in Debrecen, Hungary), this 
was followed by the choir Daile, conductor Gido Kokars (in 1969, at the International 
Festival of Choral Song, Miedzyzdroje, Poland), the choir Ave Sol, conductor Imants 
Kokars (in 1974, at the International Choral Competition Polifonico Guido d’Arezzo, 
Italy), and the choir Dziedonis, conductor Imants Kokars (in 1977, at the Euro pean 
Choir Competition in Goritsia, Italy). Later on, these and other choirs, ever more fre
quently, were able to convey internationally the message of Latvia as a land with high 
choir culture.

Overall the artistic quality during the 1980s of Latvian choirs was very high. The 
group of Principal Conductors included such masters as Haralds Mednis, Jānis 
Dūmiņš, Imants Cepītis, Daumants Gailis, Imants Kokars, Gido Kokars, Edgars 
Račevskis, Ausma Derkēvica, Pauls Kvelde, and others. All of these conductors worked 
with their choirs on a daily basis, to reach an excellent level. It is no exaggeration to 
label this to have been the Golden Age of amateur choirs in Latvia, taking into account 
the overall level of choir singing and its mass appeal, as well as the performance by 
out standing choirs and their conductors.

Thought was given about the future of choir singing by developing a movement 
of schoolteachers’ choirs.49 The majority of members of such choirs worked on a 

49 In 1990, 22 choirs of schoolteachers took part in the final concert of the Festival.

Fig. 8. The legendary Latvian Women’s Choir 
Dzintars, and its conductors Ausma Derkēvica 
and Imants Cepītis (from the Archives of the choir 
Dzintars)
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daily basis with youth ensembles and choirs, 
whereupon gatherings of schoolteachers’ choirs 
were occasions for a very special kind of ex
change of experience. It is important to high
light this fact since there is no doubt that the 
future of choirs depends on the ability to sing a 
cappella in many voices, and that these skills 
must be developed from the time of attendance 
at primary school. Music education in Latvia 
was, unquestionably, scrupulously maintained 
over the 1970s–1980s.

However, the ideology of the regime had 
remained unchanged: it always and every
where maintained in regard to Song Festi
vals — in the official press, in the repertoire, in 
attire, in terms of organisation — that Song 
Festivals were occasions to demonstrate the 

friendship between peoples, that they provided evidence for the upswing of socialist 
culture. The number of guest collectives increased, magnificent new songs were com
posed, and wonderful costumes were provided for the singers. However, the postwar 
plan of party ideologists remained unfulfilled — namely the goal of transforming Song 
Festivals into an unvarnished propaganda weapon was not reached. Neither silence 
about historical facts, nor Soviet thematic songs foisted on the choirs, nor an interna
tional repertoire, were able to dissolve the core value of Song Festivals as a manifesta
tion of Latvianness. A joint choir is massive and it exudes power, it is historical me
mory and it is highly emotionally charged. If repressed memories burst forth, the 
consequences could be unpredictable. At least two instances are unforgettable for any
one who witnessed them. The first occurred at the XVIII Song Festival (1980), when 
after the song “Gaismas pils” (The Castle of Light), had come to an end, a frail grey
haired old lady in a Latvian folk costume came on to the stage — Annija Vītola, the 
widow of Jāzeps Vītols, who had come to visit Riga from New York City. She accepted 
flowers and with great dignity listened to a repeat performance of the song, but the 
ovations and appreciation of all were tumultuous and did not abate: thousands saw in 
Annija a symbol of the endurance of Latvian exiles, of a Latvian Song Festival tradi
tion, that someday resurrection will come (the song refers to a castle sunk beneath the 
waves that magically rises when correctly called). The ovations only ceased when the 
conductor Haralds Mednis raised his hands for a second repeat of the song.

A second uncontrollable event occurred in 1985 when Haralds Mednis was re
moved from the list of Principal Conductors, and together with him, the song “Gais-
mas pils”, from the concert programme, just two days before the XIX Song Festival. 
The joint choir, as the conscience of the people, spoke at a certain moment, then joined 
by the audience demanded that Haralds Mednis conduct the song, “Gaismas pils”. He 
rose and conducted the choir. Subsequent events were not reported in the official 

Fig. 9. Haralds Mednis, Conductor at the XI–XXII 
Song Festivals, who revived performance of the song, 
“Gaismas Pils”. Photograph by Juris Krūmiņš
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press: “Singers, musicians, dancers, all participants of the Festival linked hands and 
marched in close ranks, in unwavering columns. Barriers were overturned, militia 
lines broke, security agents scurried about. Through their songs the people had come 
to their own capital Riga.”50

Latvian Song Festivals held outside Latvia

More complete insight into the Latvian choir singing tradition requires some dis
cussion of the activities of Latvian choirs outside Latvia. During the first years spent 
outside their homeland choir singing helped sustain the will to live of Latvians resident 
in the refugee camps of Austria and Germany. Choirs began to form there, starting 
already in the summer of 1945, “like stars in space” (Jēkabs Poruks), and the national 
holiday, 18 November, was commemorated in all refugee camps where there were Lat
vians; at church services and special events, with songs recalling the birth of Latvia 
which was now lost to them. Days of Song were held during 1946 at seven different 
refugee camps, and a Song Festival was held in 1947 in Esslingen. Several events were 
organised during 1948 to commemorate the I Nationwide Latvian Song Festival. Thus, 
we may speak not only of the existence of individual choirs during the period of life in 
refugee camps, but of a choir movement, as a significant phenomenon in Latvian cul
ture. Choirs in refugee camps were led by professional musicians, and some by former 
choir singers — which amplified the reach of this movement. Days of Song were or
ganised and supervised by principal conductors — which strengthened organisational 
aspects of the movement. The strongest choirs — the male choir led by Roberts Zuika 
in Lübeck, the mixed choir led by Kārlis Lietiņš in Meerbeck, the choir, Dziesmu 
 vairogs, led by Arnolds Kalnājs, in Großhabersdorf bei (Nuremberg), and several 
 others — were able to sustain a high standard of quality, and regularly increased the 
complexity of songs which were part of their repertoire. 

The situation changed once Latvian refugees left Germany en masse. Exiles who 
found homes in various countries around the world were faced initially with an in
tense struggle to survive. And yet — as soon as a basis for their existence was settled, 
Latvians sought out one another, established church parishes, secular societies, and 
were ready again to sing in choirs. 

The first wave of departures brought many Latvians to Great Britain. Members of 
the choir led by Zuika came to the city of Corby in 1947. The Latvian choir in London 
was founded in 1948 by Alberts Jērums. In a joint effort by both choirs together with a 
few other groups a basis was established in 1949 for the Latvian Days of Song in Eng-
land.51 The main pusher and creator in this process was Alberts Jērums — a composer, 
conductor, and an unflagging organiser of Latvian musical life in exile. 

50 From an account by Jānis Plotnieks, member of the choir, Tēvzeme. Gaismas pils augšāmcēlējs Haralds 
Mednis. Baltakmens, R., Gilba, Dz. (sast.). Rīga: Valters un Rapa, 2006, 295. lpp.

51 Days of Song were held nine times between 1949 and 1975. The number of concerts is twice this number: in 
order that a larger number of Latvians be able to attend concerts, usually there was a concert in two different 
cities (Leicester, Leeds, Bradford, London, Manchester — in various combinations).
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From 1950 onwards, the Zuika male choir, under the direction of Roberts Zuika 
not only took part in all events organised by the Latvian community, but consciously 
sought to become part of local social life; they learned English songs, took part in local 
choir competitions in Leicester, Northampton, and elsewhere. Their participation in 
the International Llangollen International Musical Eisteddfod, in Llangollen, Wales, 
resulted in the most prominent achievement in the history of the choir in July 1953.52 
The Zuika male voice choir shared 4th place with two other choirs at this competition. 
This was the first participation of a Latvian choir in an international competition, and 
furthermore it gained great distinction. The more important fact is that it was possible 
to integrate into the local culture scene without losing contact with the Latvian dia
spora — “local society began to regard this choir of steelworkers from Corby to be a 
significant factor in local culture”.53 

A choir movement was set in train almost at the same time — the early 1950s — in 
Australia, the USA, and Canada. The first Latvian choir in Australia was formed in 
Sydney in 1949, which was the venue for the I Latvian Day of Song in Australia. While 
this was an event of local scope, it was to develop into the annual event Days of Lat-
vian Culture in Australia. Venues for the latter were, in rotation, the following cities 
in order to permit the largest number of Latvians to enjoy the event: Sydney, Mel
bourne, Brisbane, Adelaide, Perth, and Canberra. Despite the Latvian Joint Choir in 
Australia being relatively small (200–300 singers), its concert was always the main 
event of the Days of Culture. 

The first Days of Song on the North American continent were held in 1952 in To
ronto, and the first Song Festival, during the summer of 1953 in Canada and in the 
USA. The Latvian Song Festivals in Canada have been held in mostly in Toronto and 
Hamilton,54 while the venue for the General Latvian Song Festivals in America has 
been various cities in the USA.55 From 1962 onwards, the West Coast Latvian Song 
Festival has been regularly held in various cities.56 Furthermore, Latvian songs have 
been performed in various USA Midwest Latvian District Song Festivals (1955, in 
Milwaukee; 1960, in Indianapolis), at Days of Song at the Latvian Centre, “Gaŗezers” 
(from 1967 until 1995), at the Latvian Youth Song Festivals in Canada (from 1975 on
wards), at Days of Song organised by Baptist parishes and other religious groups. It has 

52 The Llangollen International Musical Eisteddfod, North Wales. This festival continues today and several 
choirs from Latvia have participated and gained recognition there.

53 Klotiņš, A. No zobena dziesma: Roberts Zuika un viņa vīru koris karā, gūstā un trimdā. Rīga: Zinātne, 2013, 
111. lpp.

54 As of 2004, Latvian Song Festivals in Canada have been held 13 times, i.e. — in 1953, in 1957, in 1961, in 
1965, in 1970, in 1976, 1981, in 1986, in 1990, in 1996, in 2000, and in 2004, all of these in Toronto, and in 
2009 and 2014, in Hamilton.

55 Venues and dates of the General Latvian Song Festivals in America have been: in Chicago – the I (1953), 
and the XI (2002); in New York — the II (1958); in Cleveland — the III (1963), the IV (1968), the V (1973), 
and the X (1997); in Boston — the VI (1978); in Milwaukee — the VII (1983), and the XIII (2012); in 
Indianapolis — the VIII (1988), and the XII (2007); in Baltimore —  the XIV (2017).

56 West Coast Latvian Song Festivals have taken place in several US cities: in Seattle — the I (1962), the VI 
(1975), the XII (1992); in Portland — the II (1965), the IX (1982); the III in San Francisco (1967), as well as 
the VIII (1979), and the XIV (2003); in Los Angeles — the IV (1970), the VII (1977), the XI (1989), the  in 
San Jose —   the XV (2008), and in Baltimore —  the XVI (2015). And also in Canada, in Vancouver — the V 
(1972), the X (1985).
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been calculated that, starting with the 1960s, there has practically not been a single 
summer that Latvians have not gathered somewhere on the American continent for 
collective choir singing. Admirable are the organisational skills of the leaders of va
rious Latvian associations in America to oversee gatherings and to mobilise choirs 
scattered over tremendous distances: to organise concerts featuring new pieces of 
music, to sponsor production of music records, to ensure good coverage of the choir 
movement in the press. 

The contribution, innovation, introduced by Latvian exiles in the field of spiritual 
music, is particularly noteworthy, since this domain of music creativity was not open 
to composers in Latvia. Viktors Baštiks notes that, “the fact of very many choirs of 
Latvian exiles being affiliated with church parishes greatly contributed to advances in 
spiritual music as these choirs were a substantial core element of the Festival Choir, in 
addition to giving several concerts during the course of Song Festivals”.57 A substantial 
inventory of music pieces was created thereby, as the conductor and composer Arvīds 
Purvs remarked in 1981 with satisfaction: “When we read the spiritual concert pro
grammes of the last three Festivals held in Toronto, two, in Cleveland, Boston, and 
London, we note that no work is repeated, a fact which testifies to development of the 
repertoire and the general status of our spiritual music.”58 

While one can pay the highest tribute to those who retained Latvianness on the 
other side of the ocean, the multiethnic circumstances current in America were 
favour able to Latvians keeping their culture and ethnic roots. Nevertheless, young 
people, in order to study, gain their professional skills and niche in society, had to join 
in the culture of their countries of residence. It might be that music, where much 
meaning is evident without understanding the text, became for many Latvians an in
termediary which lessened if not eliminated these contradictions.

A new wave of activities arose among Latvians living in free European countries 
when in the mid1960s choirs were invited to Hamburg for the I Latvian Song Festi-
val in Europe (1964). Alberts Jērums originated this idea and was one of the princi
pal organisers.59 The series of Latvian Song Festivals in Europe was joined by the se
quence of Song Days in Europe of the Free Latvians of the World, which were held 
first in Visby, Sweden (1979), but a second and third time in Münster, Germany (in 
1984 and in 1987). The fact has to be particularly highlighted that concerts featuring 
new pieces of music, have always been at a high level for the festivals held in Europe. 
For example, the competition which was held before the 50th anniversary of the Pro
clamation of the Independence of the Republic of Latvia (1968) attracted 57 new 
pieces of music by 20 composers from Latvians living in Europe, America, and Aus
tralia. Valentīns Bērzkalns insists in his evaluation of the significance of the compe
tition that, even if only a few of pieces of music were awarded prizes or otherwise 

57 Baštiks, V. Garīgā dziesma un Dziesmu svētki. Sestie Vispārējie Latviešu dziesmu svētki ASV. Vadonis. Bos
tona, 1978, 48. lpp.

58 Purvs, A. Septītie Latviešu dziesmu svētki Kanādā. Vadonis. Toronto, 1981, 38. lpp.
59 After this Festival, the next Festivals in Europe were: the II — in Hannover, Germany (1968), the III — in 

Cologne, Germany (1973), the IV — in London, England (1977), the V — in Leeds, England (1982), the VI — 
in Helsingborg, Sweden (1989), and the  European Festival of Latvian Culture in Brussels, Belgium (2015).
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recognised, and were then played, they “will find a permanent place in Latvian cul
ture, our hopes and work will not have been in vain”.60 

The usual choirs to perform new secular pieces of music were that led by Arnolds 
Kalnājs, Dziesmu vairogs, from Kalamazoo, the New York Latvian Choir led by  Andrejs 
Jansons, the women’s choir Zīle, from Toronto, led by Arvīds Purvs. The repertoire of 
these choirs included quite complex pieces of music. Furthermore, the Festival Joint 
Choir, given the uneven level of ability of choirs, and the few rehearsals which were 
possible, was not able to deal with the more complex new music pieces. Therefore, the 
repertoire of the Joint Choir was dominated by songs from the golden repertoire of 
Latvian classics, which were augmented in the 1980s by Latvian folk song harmonisa
tions by composers born abroad. The inevitable conclusion is: it is important for con
temporary organisers of Song Festivals in the USA to choose a repertoire which the 
choirs would find enjoyable to perform, whereupon the number of original or difficult 
songs was reduced. However, popmusic was not included in the repertoire of the Joint 
Choir. This featured in other, light entertainment  concerts.61

The slightly conservative approach to fixing the repertoire of a Festival Choir is 
understandable. Furthermore, “conservative” does not mean “easy”. Thus, for example, 
choirs participating in the III Latvian Song Festival in Europe (1973) had to learn 
27 songs, including seven cantatas or equivalent music pieces. Rather few of the songs 
in the repertoire were easy to master. 

In summary, we may conclude that the life of Latvian choirs outside Latvia has 
seen a relative equilibrium between specific centripetal and centrifugal forces. The for
mer has been a desire to preserve a Latvian essence and traditions. Latvian folk songs 
and classical pieces have been at the core of this tendency, as well as the tradition of 
singing in many voices a cappella. The other tendency has focussed on broadening the 
repertoire with new songs and cantatas, which, nevertheless, musically speaking, 
would be composed following traditional precepts. Works composed based on a con
temporary language have regularly been performed at concerts given at Song Festivals 
by the most capable choirs. 

From the XX Song Festival (1990) to the XXV Song Festival (2013) 

The period of the Third Awakening in Latvia (1987–1991) has been called the pe
riod of the Singing Revolution. Choirs, led by their conductors, were always present 
wherever people gathered during that period. This included at Mežaparks on 7 October 
1988, on the banks of the Daugava on 12 March 1989, at the VI Song and Dance Festi
val of the youth of Soviet Latvia during the summer of 1989, on Dom Square in January 
1991, during the period of the Barricades. The XX Nationwide Latvian Song and 

60 Bērzkalns, V. Latvju Mūzika, Nr. 1, 1968, 90. lpp. 
61 For example, the group, Čikāgas piecīši, the rock group Adam Zahl (a homonym in Latvian for ‘edible grass’), 

the ensemble Pēdējais vilciens, led by Rihards Skulte, and guest ensembles from Latvia — Labvēlīgais tips and 
Iļģi — took part in the light entertainment concert of the XIII General Latvian Song Festival in the USA, 
held in 2012 in Milwaukee.
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the  X Dance Festival (1990) took place during 
that time — a period which was saturated with 
events which cannot be repeated in terms of their 
intensity, with unity achieved for the first time 
between Latvians living abroad and in Latvia.62 

The XX Song Festival marked a turning point 
in the history of Latvian Song Festivals. The obliga
tion was lifted to include songs with a Soviet 
theme, to praise inter nationalism and gaudy super
ficial parade elements. However, the formerly hid
den meaning was lost — “the Festival as a repeated 
attempt at raising national selfawareness and a 
new national awakening”.63 An existential question 
arose: how might the Festival develop in future?

When we look back at how the XX–XXV 
Song Festivals were held, we see that Festivals 
progressively gained new activities. This was understandable: enthusiasts representing 
all genres and sectors of folk art sought to involve themselves in Festival activities, 
which led to a great increase in the total number of participants and other individuals 
involved with Festivals.64 A stable place in Festivals was earned by the brass band 
movement, adding to the two principal elements — song and dance — whereupon 
major concerts involving brass bands were held. In 2008, a marathon concert by brass 
bands in Dom Square lasted for 11 hours! Throughout this an honourable place in the 
calendar of Festival events was given to the symphony concert and to the vocal instru
mental concert.65 The concert of spiritual music, involving a combined choir giving a 
concert in the Riga Cathedral, has become part of Festivals. An exhibition of applied 
art held during a Song Festival is a venerable tradition, and such  exhibitions are now 
complemented with folk costume competition. A review of folk costumes, as well as a 

62 There were 20 399 singers in the Joint Choir of the XX Song Festival; the combined brass bands numbered 
2062 musicians; 10 116 dancers performed; the amalgamated symphony orchestra consisted of 300 players; 
a total of 841 members of foreign Latvian choirs and dance groups also were present. The grand total of 
participants was 35 438 individuals. There were 23 principal conductors for the Joint Choir of this Festival, 
four for the brass bands, four for the orchestra of folk music instruments, and 18 directors of dance 
ensembles. A grand total of 49 highclass artists were involved, including nine Latvians from abroad. 

63 Gailīte, Z. Zemes bite pļavā, cīrulis – gaisos, grieze – rudzos... XXIV Vispārējie Latviešu dziesmu un XIV Deju 
svētki. Rīga: Valsts aģentūra “Tautas mākslas centrs”, 2008, 20. lpp.

64 The XXIV Song Festival (2008) attracted ~39 000 participants, including 394 choirs and 54 vocal groups 
(including groups participating in the minority peoples’ festival) with 18 464 singers; 544 dance groups with 
13 700 dancers; 55 brass bands; five professional orchestras. Data from: XXIV Vispārējo Latviešu Dziesmu 
un deju svētku statistikas dienasgrāmata. Latvijas reitingi: 15.07.2008. Accessible at: http://www.reitingi.lv/
lv/news/svetki/21856xxivvisparejolatviesuDziesmuundejusvetkustatistikasdienasgramata.html (site 
last visited 20.01.2018).

65 This broadbased representation has been fixed by the Song and Dance Celebration Law, adopted in 2005 
wherein paragraph 6 states that: “Choirs, folk dance, folkloric and folk music groups (collectives), brass 
bands and symphonic orchestras, folk applied art and craft studios, amateur theatres and others shall pre
pare for the Song and Dance Celebration and may participate therein.”

Fig. 10. Three conductors of the Joint Choir 
of the 2008 Song Festival. From left to right: 
Roberts Zuika, Pauls Kvelde, and Imants Kokars. 
Photograph by Juris Krūmiņš
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staged performance, “Latvian Weddings”, took place at the Ķīpsala International Exhi
bition Centre during the XXIII Song Festival (2003).66 A separate concert has been 
given over to music played on the national instrument, the kokle; in 2008, 120 players 
of these instruments performed in a concert given at the Great Guild Hall. A Day of 
Folklore held at the Openair Museum has also become an integral part of Festivals; a 
marathon concert by country bands and a festival of the national minorities, “Latvijas 
vainags”, take place at this time.67 During the XXIV Song Festival (2008) a day was al
lotted to amateur theatre performances. Singing is now presented in a variety of ways: a 
separate concert has been allotted, from 2003, to choirs and dance groups of senior 
 citizens, also to youth collectives, and — as of 2008 — to vocal groups.68 

The number of events has risen which promote the bustling joyful atmosphere of 
any popular festival. This is achieved by groups of singers and dancers performing in 
city parks, in openair dancing and singing in the streets, fairs offering artisanal pro
ducts in the city parks and squares.69 Spontaneous singing at night after the final con
cert of the XXIV Song Festival which continued until dawn was a particularly memor
able happening.

Another aspect of the Song Festivals which showed considerable excellent renova
tion tendencies is the search for the overarching concept. For example, the underly
ing theme of the XXI Song Festival (1993) was the path to follow and song: “The des
tiny of the people has been associated with song — the strings of kokles guide us 
forward, towards the sun. A road is also a rendezvous.” (Laimonis Šēnbergs)70 The 
symbol of the XXII Song Festival (1998) was a wheel of light at the crest of a hill of 
song: “The Wheel of Light spins and the Castle of Light awakes and rises.”71 Uģis Brik
manis, the producer who had to organise the XXIII Song Festival (2003) following the 
theme decided on a symbol the idealised image of Latvia which is reborn on the occa
sion of every Song Festival: “It cannot exist in reality, it can exist only in the souls of 
the participants of these Festivals.”72 The symbol of the XXIV Song Festival (2008) was 
a solar disk made up of many differently sized smaller disks, i.e. of individual singers, 
choirs, and districts which together are the woven fabric of the song tradition in 
 Latvia. The producer of the XXV Song Festival (2013) has commented on the motto of 
this Festival, “Light sways in Latvia!”, as follows: “The Festival week is a ritual which 

66 During the XXIV Song Festival, 913 artisans from 105 studios of applied art exhibited 2942 applied art 
objects at the Railway Museum in Riga, and 30 choirs had registered with the review of folk costumes, 
52 dance groups, nine folklore groups, ethnographic ensembles and players of the Latvian national in stru
ment, the kokle, and 51 individual participants.

67 At the XXIV Song Festival, 15 ethnic groups performed over an entire day in Vērmane Garden (in Riga), 
55 col lectives taking part with a total of 940 members.

68 During the 2008 Festival, vocal groups held a concert of spiritual music in Sv. Jāņa Church, “Dvēseles lūg-
šana” (Prayer of a Soul), and offered a programme, “Mīlestības dziesmas” (Songs of Love), in the garden of 
Riga Cathedral; a concert was given by children’s vocal groups, “Rīgas kalnu noslēpumi” (Secrets of the Hills 
of Rīga).

69 A Crafts Fair was held throughout the entire week of the XXIV Song Festival.
70 XXI Vispārējie Latviešu dziesmu un XI Deju svētki. Rīga: E. Melngaiļa Tautas mākslas centrs, 1993.
71 XXII Vispārējie Latviešu dziesmu un XII Deju svētki. Rīga: E. Melngaiļa Tautas mākslas centrs, 1998.
72 XXIII Vispārējie Latviešu dziesmu svētki. Rīga: Valsts aģentūra “Tautas mākslas centrs”, 2003.
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encompasses the whole nation, which renews Latvian awareness of culture, and which 
reinforces the will to contribute to Latvian culture as an expression of identity. (…) 
The composition of songs, folk songs about light, light swaying — creation form the 
basis for all music and the visual image of the Festival.”73 

The dramaturgy of thematic programmes reflects the motto of a Festival in the 
descriptions of certain concerts: for example, for the XX Song Festival it was “The 
Song of Destiny”, “Song of the People”, “Song of Life”; for the XXII Song Festival, it was 
the vocal instrumental programme, “The Unending Road”; for the XXIII Song Festi
val, this was programme of the male and female choirs, “The Tale of a Latvian”; for the 
XXIV Song Festival it was the opening concert styled as “I was born singing, I grew up 
singing”, the dance programmes, “Dance Through Times”, and “From Heart to Heart”, 
as well as the final concert of the Festival, “Latvia — the Land of the Sun”. Following a 
single theme undoubtedly facilitates defining a programme and giving it dramatic 
direc tion. However, basically one has to rely upon song — as the long history of Lat
vian Song Festivals has demonstrated. The rise of shows has accustomed audiences to 
spectacular, grand performances, to surprises based on new technologies. The debate 
is still ongoing as to whether such additional effects might be necessary for Song Fes
tivals. However, we must always bear in mind that a Song Festival is a ritual, but the 
essence of ritual is repetition: I know what is to come, I wait for it, and once I experi
ence it I gain powerful emotions, this lifts me and creates in me the feeling of 
belonging.

New directions are being explored for choir competitions — the organisation of 
song wars. International juries have been called upon to give as objective evaluations 
as possible for the final round of such competitions for the XXI, and all the following 
Song Festivals.74 Criteria used in judging such competitions are the same as for inter
national choir competitions. A Grand Prix was awarded for the first time at the 
XXII  Song Festival, to judge the performance of seven splendid choirs from Riga, 
Rēzekne, and Dobele. Choirs competing at the XXIII Song Festival were able to enter 
five different categories. Before the XXV Song Festival reviews of choirs were orga
nised on a regional principle: each choir in the finals was assigned either the highest, 
I, II, or III level, depending on the points it scored. Competition and the principle of 
selection applies as well in other genres — in the selection of dance groups and other 
amateur collectives. 

We may conclude that over the period of the XX–XXV Song Festivals there has 
been an extensive search for development paths for the content of Festivals. Evidently 
this search will continue in the future, since the world, circumstances, expectations of 
the audience will continue to change. However, the core shall remain — the joy that 
participants gain by being able to sing a cappella in the Joint Choir.

73 See the Internet portal delfi.lv/kultura. 21 June 2012. Accessible at: http://www.delfi.lv/kultura/news/
cultureenviron ment/fotoreportazaieskandinanakamosDziesmuundejusvetkus.d?id=42447798 (site 
last visited 20.01.2018).

74 For example, the Jury for the final round of choir competition for the XXIV Song Festival included Kaspars 
Putniņš (Latvia), Kåre Hanken (Norway), Rafael Immooss (Switzerland), Alo Ritsing (Estonia), Gintautas 
Venislovas (Lithuania), Imants Ramiņš (Canada, Latvia), Orests Silabriedis (Latvia).
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The Song Festivals as a process

A Song Festival does not consist of a single evening concert or heightened feelings 
lasting a full week. A Song Festival is a process which proceeds day by day, year by 
year. The essence and uniqueness lie in uninterrupted continuation. 

The Baltic Song Festivals were inscribed in the UNESCO Representative List of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity; this list is the result of a Convention 
adopted by the General Conference of UNESCO; Koïchiro Matsuura then Direc
torGeneral of UNESCO, noted that: “Latvia was among the first ten countries which 
ratified the Convention in January 2005 thereby showing its determination to safe
guard nonmaterial cultural traditions to be passed on to future generations.”75

The Saeima provided a legal basis for achieving this by adopting at that time the 
Song and Dance Celebration Law,76 which defines the following task: “1) to ensure 
the cyclical and continuous process of the Song and Dance Celebration; 2) to ensure 
the preparation process of the Song and Dance Celebration; and 3) to determine the 
financial and organisational responsibility of the State and local governments.” Despite 
the financial crisis which affected Latvia in the succeeding years, which prevented im
plementing all of what was foreseen under this law (in particular, as regards planned 

75 XXIV Vispārējie latviešu dziesmu un XIV deju svētki. Rīga: Valsts aģentūra “Tautas mākslas centrs”, 2008, 
10. lpp.

76 Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 99, 2005, 2. lpp. The law entered into force on 01.07.2005, with revisions made in 2006, 
2009, and 2011. Accessible at: http://likumi.lv/doc.php?id=111203 (site last visited 20.01.2018).

Fig. 11. A new generation of conductors 
following on to the old masters: Māris Sirmais, 
Sigvards Kļava, Romāns Vanags. Photograph by 
Juris Krūmiņš
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subsidies), this nevertheless must be seen as 
an important step in regularising the respon
sibilities of state and public organisations, by 
defining the major stages of the process. 

The process influences and guides the 
life of choirs in Latvia: daytoday activities, 
concerts, reviews, taking part in national and 
international competitions. New choirs and 
new conductors have appeared. There is an 
ongoing search to broaden repertoires, col
laboration with composers, development of 
international contacts. What have been the 
most important recent developments in the 
light of all of this?

A look at the group of choir conductors 
associated with the choir movement in Latvia 
allows us to gain some insight into this pro
cess. There have been 57 conductors of the Joint Choir of all Song Festivals from I to the 
XXIV. The transfer of knowledge and skills, the accumulated experience as principal 
conductor at a regional, district, student (Gaudeamus) and schoolchildren’s Song Festi
vals has played a great role in this process. Nevertheless, the deciding factor has been 
the strong personal character traits of individuals. Outstanding personalities have made 
their debut as principal conductors of the Joint Choir: Terēzija Broka, Jānis Erenštreits, 
Sigvards Kļava, and Jānis Zirnis at the XX Song Festival; Jēkabs Ozoliņš and Romāns 
Vanags at the XXI Song Festival; Arvīds Platpers and Māris Sirmais at the XXII Song 
Festival; Aira Birziņa, Ivars Cinkuss, and Agita Ikauniece at the XXIII Song Festival; 
Mārtiņš Klišāns and Ints Teterovskis at the XXIV Song Festival. The number of persons 
making their debut as a principal conductor was particularly large at the XXV Song 
Festival: Kaspars Ādamsons, Gints Ceplenieks, Roberts Liepiņš, Māra Marnauza, 
 Andrejs Mūrnieks, Mārtiņš Ozoliņš, Ārijs Šķepasts, Jevgeņijs Ustinskovs, and Ilze Valce. 

The youngest members of this group, born in the 1960s and 1970s, as well as many 
of their peers and fellow students, are members of a new generation of conductors of 
Latvia. These conductors came to maturity during the 1990s, a time of renewal, when 
they also appreciated contemporary world choir singing tendencies. With due respect 
and piety for achievements of their predecessors and teachers, they have formed a new 
view of the world and are the authors of novel ideas which they seek, first of all, to im
plement in the choirs they lead, and among their peers. It is, thus, not without reason, 
that one of the most important contemporary features of the choir movement in Latvia 
is the rise in the number of youth choirs. To see this one needs only to examine the 
list of choirs and conductors who were successful in the final competition rounds of 
the XXIV Song Festival in 2008.

Even experts find it difficult to explain the phenomenon of the youth choir Kamēr..., 
under its conductor Māris Sirmais, who has also guided their development. According 
to Jānis Erenštreits, “Māris, together with Kamēr..., appeared like a bolt out of the blue. It 

Fig. 12. One indicator of the quality of choir culture in 
Latvia is the choir Kamēr… (conductor Māris Sirmais), 
awarded the Grand Prix of the XXII Song Festival (1998). 
Photograph by Imants Prēdelis
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is remarkable that such a star can be 
born so suddenly! That this uninter
rupted series of successes — in one, then 
another, and yet in a third competition ... 
Ever more challenging, in ever more dis
tant lands... It was surprising, shocking 
and inspiring. (…) Their singing man
ner is unusually active. Each voice group 
was refined like an orchestra. Kamēr... 
revealed Latvian music to the world, as 
previous to Kamēr..., choirs who per
formed abroad had not had such a high 
percentage of Latvian pieces of music in 
their repertoire.”77 Māris Sirmais admits 
that: “... when you are in front of a group, 

you cannot have doubts, you may offer alternatives, but you must know what you want 
to achieve. At the heart of it is a deep understanding and feeling for the singers with 
whom you are dealing; this is the most, the most important part, the most sacred part.”78 
Over and above this — fanatical work and a profound personality. One must also have 
the courage to undertake largescale tasks. One of these was the programme “Latvia — 
the Land of the Sun”, which was awarded the Latvian Grand Music Award, was the 
source for songs in the repertoire of the XXIV Song Festival, finally to evolve into a 
unique project, “World Sun Songs”, implemented by the choir Kamēr..., to which distin
guished composers from 17 countries contributed original works.79

Once choirs appeared which sought to compete with Kamēr..., for example, the 
choir Balsis, Māris Sirmais remarked: “It is becoming more interesting!” In an interview 
one of the singers from Kamēr... stated that, “if you are alone and struggle alone — it is 
not the same.”80 Furthermore this unofficial competition was truly exciting, since Ints 
Teterovskis, conductor of Balsis did not lack ideas, enterprise and ability to work  either. 
The musicologist Inta Pīrāga has remarked in this context that: “Ints is very bold, stable, 
and focused. It is easy to sing under his direction — he quickly develops an understand
ing with singers, disarms their reserve with his high spirits and broad sweeping ge
stures.”81 Thus, over the years the choir Balsis has developed into one of the most attrac
tive and mobile youth mixed choirs (both literally and figuratively). It has a wide 
repertoire which includes world class vocal instrumental works (requiems, oratorios, 
cantatas), substantial works by contemporary Latvian composers, songs encompassing 
a wide range of styles. The choir puts 6–8 different programmes every year and has 
gained very extensive experience from taking part in international European competi

77 Mellupe, A. Kamēr..., Māris Sirmais un Latvija dzied! Rīga: Likteņstāsti, 2008, 21.–22. lpp.
78 Ibid., p. 19. 
79 For details about this project and about the choir Kamēr…, see: Pasaules Saules dziesmas / World Sun Songs. 

Rīga: ADD projekts Kamēr, 2008.
80 Mellupe, A. Kamēr..., Māris Sirmais un Latvija dzied!, 52. lpp.
81 Ibid., 99. lpp.

Fig. 13. The mixed choir Sōla (conductor Kaspars Ādamsons) 
of the Latvian Academy of Culture, winner of the Grand 
Prize at the XXV Song Festival (2013), in concert at the 
Great Hall of the University of Latvia, commemorating the 
150th anniversary of Jāzeps Vītols (from the personal archive 
of K. Ādamsons)
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tions. Members of the choir have tallied up 67 concerts 
in 26 cities in three countries during 2012 with a total 
of 900 songs that they have sung (142 different ones). 

The youth choir Sōla of the Latvian Academy of 
Culture, under its conductor Kaspars Ādamsons, has 
demonstrated a remarkable increase in professional 
skills. Its achievements since 2004 have risen in suc
cession: high marks in the annual choir reviews, the 
3rd place and a special recognition for the brilliant 
debut by Kaspars Ādamsons at the Choir Wars of the 
2008 Song Festival; Grand prix at the international 
competition “Tallinn2011”, three gold medals in 
three different categories at the World Choir Games 
held in Cincinnati, USA (2012), the distinction and 
responsibilities of a Principal Conductor at the 2013 
Song Festival.

Ārijs Šķepasts and the mixedvoice choir Aus-
trums have attracted specialist attention on more 
than one occasion due to a distinctive chamber choir 
style of their music performances and interpretations. 
The progress of Austrums is stable and secure: the 
3rd  place at the Emīls Dārziņš competition (2009), 
high places earned at the annual reviews of choirs 
from Riga (2011, 2012), the 2nd place at the choir 
competitions of the XXIII and the XXIV Song Festi
vals, the 1st place at the international  festival of sacred 
music “Sudraba zvani” (Silver Bells) in Daugavpils 
(2013). The choir has gained important international 
experience, it has given many concerts in churches 
and occupies its own special niche in terms of reper
toire: sacred music and arrangements of folk music, 
with some of the latter by their conductor.

A generation change is quite definitely evident in 
the activities of women’s choirs. The women’s choir of 
the University of Latvia, Minjona, under its conduc
tor Romāns Vanags is ever youthful while seasoned 
by many competitions. Minjona together with its con
ductor have given many Master Classes to an interna
tional audience of choir conductors. The women’s 
choir Balta of the Riga Teacher Training and Educa
tional Management Academy, conducted by Māra Marnauza, occupies a place close to 
it, as do two choirs which based on girls from secondary schools — the female choir 
Sapnis, of the 1st State Gymnasium of Riga, under the conductor Iveta Rīsmane, and 
the girls’ choir Spīgo, of the 4th secondary school of Jelgava. The choir from Jelgava 

Fig. 14. The women’s choir Balta, of the 
Riga Teacher Training and Educational 
Management Academy (conductor 
Māra Marnauza) which placed 1st and won 
the Grand Prize at the XXV Song Festival 
(2013); previously winner of two gold 
medals and the Grand Prix at the World 
Choir Championships for Youth and Young 
Adults held in Graz (Austria). 2011 (from the 
personal archive of M. Marnauza)

Fig. 15. The girls’ choir Spīgo of the 4th 
secondary school in Jelgava (conductor 
Līga CelmaKursiete), placed 1st at the 
XXV Song Festival (2013), in the Song Festival 
parade. Photograph by Sanita Baltiņa
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won the 1st place in the choir wars of the XXIV Song Festival, while their conductor 
Līga Celma-Kursiete received special recognition for a brilliant debut performance.

Male choirs have, it appears, felt most the imprint of the difficult economic situa
tion of Latvia — large male choirs, with upwards of one hundred members can no 
longer be assembled. The choir Frachori, under the direction of Andrejs Mūrnieks is 
stable and confident in its activities; The New Male Choir of Riga (artistic director 
Baiba Danovska, conductors Iveta Rīsmane and Marija Brazovska) is rapidly develop
ing. Choirs which were formerly favourites, including the male choir, Gaudeamus, of 
Riga Technical University, today are under new conductors. The conductor Ivars 
Cinkuss appears to have inherited many traits from his predecessor Edgars Ra
čevskis — equally sociable, energetic, able to work with repertoires of different style, 
able easily to establish a contact with singers, and this latter feature being not at all that 
unimportant in the work of a choir conductor. 

A few words have to be said of contemporary development processes in the field of 
Latvian music for choirs, since a diverse and highquality repertoire in this field is an 
indicator of the development level of national culture. It is important to emphasise that 
already in the early 20th century Latvian classical composers offered choirs not only 
simple arrangements, but also refined romantic works that would appeal to a musically 
educated audience. The neoromantic aesthetic, which came into being throughout the 
world, found fertile ground in Latvian choir music during the second half of the 
20th century, occasionally expressed in purely romantic terms, while at other times by 
means of modern composition techniques. Pēteris Vasks, Pēteris Plakidis, Maija 
 Einfelde, Juris Karlsons, Arturs Maskats, Ēriks Ešenvalds, and other composers, have 
been practitioners of this genre of music for choirs. The neo-folklore tendency has 
power fully influenced the works first presented by Pauls Dambis, and then followed by 
Selga Mence, Imants Ramiņš, Uģis Prauliņš, Ilona Rupaine, and others, wherein the 
composer seeks to uncover the archaic elements of folklore as well as its mythological 
world outlook. For their part, the interest of composers born during the 1970s in 
music for choirs is largely based on an avantgarde style intended for performance by 
professional singers. New young composers have achieved credible results in the sec
tor of elite choir music, thanks to their collaboration with Sigvards Kļava and Kaspars 
Putniņš, conductors of the Choir of Latvian Radio, as well as with Māris Sirmais, con
ductor of the State Academic Choir Latvija.

Composers and conductors have always had to overcome certain problems with 
the repertoire of the Joint Choir, which has always faced a number of considerations. 
In the ideal case, no piece of music at a Song Festival may be excessively technically 
difficult, since it has to be mastered by a choir of average ability. The music must be 
such as to be performed under openair conditions, and have sufficient musical value 
that thousands of singers might learn it. It is desirable that among the songs chosen a 
number will be significant compositions in terms of text, as well as energetic, humor
ous, since the entire programme cannot consist of slow songs in a mood of reflection. 
It is also desirable that the song should please a majority of the singers.

And these criteria notwithstanding, the golden fund of Latvian songs for the Joint 
Choir has gathered a rich harvest of songs over time! We are the beneficiaries of mag
nificent Latvian folksong arrangements and composers who are able to come with 
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yet another new interpretation of folksongs. We also have ballads and other excep-
tional songs, which have turned into expressions of national aspirations, social strug
gle and are symbols of feelings: “How the Daugava Moans” by Kārlis Baumanis; “The 
Castle of Light”, “The Singer of Beverīna”, “Daughter of the King”, “The River and Life 
of a Man” by Jāzeps Vītols; “Midsummer Night” and “In Ancient Times” by Emilis 
Melngailis; “Forever Blue” and “The Broken Pines” by Emīls Dārziņš; “With a song 
through life” by Pēteris Plakidis, and several others. The cantata “For the Fatherland” 
by Andrejs Jurjāns, is in a separate category of its own — it has been performed count
less times both in free and in captive Latvia, in Latvia, as well as abroad. Lyrical songs 
have also a place in the hearts of choir members — songs such as, “Moonbeams” by 
Emīls Dārziņš; “Behold, a Rose is Blooming” by Andrejs Jurjāns; “The Forest Lake” by 
Jāzeps Vītols. Patriotic hymns have become an integral part of the repertoire of choirs, 
such as: “Song has a Magnificent Day Today” by Pēteris Barisons; “For my Homeland” 
by Raimonds Pauls; “For Ever and Ever There Will Be Song” by Valters Kaminskis; 
“The Sun, Thunder, Daugava” by Mārtiņš Brauns. These are sung from the heart, with 
spark ling eyes, part of the greater Joint Choir of Latvia. Anyone who not only wants to 
know what is meant by a Latvian identity, but also is eager to feel it, has to be present 
at a Song Festival when these songs are being sung.

Summary

What are the principal factors which have resulted in the sustainability over the 
long term? How has the axiom been created and strengthened “it is selfevident that 
one sings in a choir”?

• The history of Latvian choir singing cannot be separated from the history of 
the Song Festivals. Anticipation of the next Festival has always mobilised mem
bers of choirs, ensured the mass appeal of the choir movement, as well continu
ity of the process.

• The regions of Latvia, members of all layers of society have embraced the Song 
Festival movement. This All-Latvian representation of singers has to a great 
extent protected the Festival from dissension which could have destroyed the 
tradition itself.

• Song festivals have established a stable link between amateur and professional 
music. Almost all leaders of professional groups have at one time also conducted 
amateur choirs. 

• An important contributing factor to sustainability is based on the repertoire — 
with arrangements of Latvian folksongs, and the stable presence in Festival choir 
repertoires also of the “distinguished songs”. 

• Persistence in guiding the training of choir conductors with a welldefined aim 
was an important contributing factor. Initially this took place at seminars, 
schoolteacher training institutions, courses. Later this took place at music high 
schools and institutions of higher learning. Today they have reached the level of 
Master Classes, and other international forums. 

Ilma Grauzdiņa, Ilze Šarkovska-Liepiņa    CHOIR SINGING AND SONG FESTIVALS IN LATVIA
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• The support offered to choir singing by associations, public bodies and/or the 
state. It must be recognised that centralised oversight of amateur groups during 
the socalled Soviet period, combined with the earlier wellestablished choir 
singing traditions, and the love of singing, has laid a solid base for further 
develop ment of the quality of choirs.

• Singers have always estimated highly the reflected glory of their distinguished 
conductors, felt the appeal of being in the presence of great personalities and 
distinguished artists.

• Recognition of the deeper mission of Song Festivals — to help sustain national 
identity and sense of unity — though not always explicitly formulated, has al
ways been in the hearts of singers. This feeling has survived thanks to the na
tional component of the repertoire, the possibility of being in the Joint Choir 
and thereby to feel being an integral part of the nation. 
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THEATRE IN LATVIA IN THE EUROPEAN 
CONTEXT 

The article describes how theatre originated and developed in Latvia, how the first theatre plays 
were staged in German, and how German theatre culture developed locally, this being the basis 
adopted by Ādolfs Alunāns for Latvian theatre. Interaction between Latvian and German theatre is 
highlighted and also achievements of the 1890s, when classical plays by world famous playwrights 
were staged, i.e. plays by W. Shakespeare, F. Schiller, G. E. Lessing, and J. W. Goethe. Latvian theatre 
positively influenced development of Russian theatre in Riga. The acting principles of Stanislavsky 
were accepted in Latvia at the beginning of the 20th century. The years of Latvian independence 
(1918–1940) were rich in impressions, a time when culture advanced rapidly, including the theatre 
which benefitted from Western European theatre experience. The time when Latvia was under 
occupation was a difficult period for the Latvian people, but Latvian theatre continued to function 
and developed its national identity. Once Latvia regained its independence the ideological barriers 
between Latvia and Europe were lifted and Latvian theatre integrated into the theatre community of 
Europe increasing its reach. 

Keywords: origin of Latvian theatre, change of era, contacts with Western Europe, principles and 
interaction with Russian theatre, Latvian directors, actors, Latvian theatre cooperation with Europe.

The beginnings of theatre in Latvia

Whereas theatre for many cultural nations in Europe developed organically from 
various customs and myths, in the case of Latvia it came about in a different way; how
ever, elements of theatre existed in the form of the tradition of mummery, or parades 
of mummers and playing with masks, which usually took place in the autumn between 
Michaelmas and St Martin’s Day, once the harvest had been taken in and cereals 
threshed by hand using flails. A certain set of characters participated in these masked 
games, typically a gypsy, a witch, death, a crane, a horse, and every participant had to 
find and create suitable clothing as well as a mask, whereupon a specific theatre pro
cess set in — putting oneself into the role to be played — and elements of dialogue 
arose thereby. Additionally, detailed precursors of theatre can be identified in marriage 
and wedding rituals, in which the usher (dižvedējs) took part and during the course of 
which spontaneously the groomsmen and the relatives of the bride mock one another 
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with songs. Such traditions existed for a long time in Latvia, yet theatre in Latvia did 
not originate from them, since Latvia did not yet exist, it was a territory conquered by 
German crusaders who brought with them the basic principles of Christianity; in 
order to explain the Bible to the pagans in a visual manner so as to convert them to 
Christianity, an openair performance in Latin took place in 1205 in Riga, which was 
translated for the benefit of the spectators by Phillip, who had grown up in the court of 
a German bishop. At the first performance, a scene was reenacted from the Old Testa
ment of the battle of Gideon with the Philistines; The Chronicle of Henry of Livonia de
scribes this event in considerable detail.1 

No further details are known about this performance, and it is impossible to de
termine who took part, they might have been Germans — in particular, Westphalians, 
Saxons, also Flemings, and it is not known who were the spectators, but it is definitely 
known that this performance left a powerful impression on the audience; they fully 
believed in the reality of the play and, when the battle scene started, they were pre
pared to flee. 

In the 15th century, the Church forbade liturgical plays with religious content, but 
nevertheless events containing elements of theatre persisted, most of them were 
 organised by Riga Dom School, with staging in Riga of a play The Prodigal Son by 
 Burkard Waldis, a poet who was a member of the German reformation movement, 
being an important event. 

Over time, itinerant comedians continued to develop theatre traditions in Riga, 
who came from England, Germany, Sweden, and Holland; Petersburg was their usual 
destination, but they also performed in Riga, often in an empty warehouse, so that the 
audience in Riga had the opportunity to appreciate the work of comedians of many 
nationalities and their portrayal of classical commedia dell’ arte characters: Harlequin, 
Pantalone, Columbina, Pulcinella, and others.

Changes in theatre life began in 1742, when a theatre troupe was established in 
Riga, with the right to be the only ones to stage plays in Riga, led by Siegmund, a co
median with the troupe; however, the first tangible German theatre traditions in 
Latvia appeared at the end of the 18th century, when in 1782 a permanent professional 
German theatre was established in Riga, and under the patronage of Baron Otto von 
Vietinghoff a house was built in Riga on Lielā Ķēniņa (now R. Vāgnera) Street for the 
theatre to carry on with its work. The first performance took place on 15 September 
with staging of a tragedy Emilia Galotti by the German classic playwright Gotthold 
Ephraim Lessing. That same night a oneact ballet Celebration of Dance by Elias Vogt 
immediately followed this play. The tradition of a oneact ballet performance follow
ing a serious play persisted for a long time; thus, the stage of the newlyestablished 
theatre company saw a cohabitation of dramas, and comedies, and operas. In 1791, 
the Riga City Theatre (the official name of the German Theatre) was ranked among 
the top ten best theatres in the Germanspeaking world, and the troupe of actors 
gradually stabilised, their performances commanded respect for dramas and 

1 Indriķa hronika. Ā. Feldhūna tulkojums, Ē. Mugurēviča priekšvārds un komentāri. Rīga: Zinātne, 1993, 
81. lpp.
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 comedies, as well as for operas staged by them. All performances were in German, but 
Latvians were able to convince themselves that a potent force was active in Riga — 
theatre. 

An important event in the history of theatre in Latvia was the time spent in Riga, 
from 1837 to 1839 by the distinguished German composer Richard Wagner. As a very 
young man he had found no employment in Germany and, therefore, he accepted an 
offer of employment as conductor at the Riga City Theatre. A number of new opera 
productions resulted under the direction of R. Wagner, including The Montagues and 
the Capulets and Norma by Vincenzo Bellini (around 1837), The Loyal Shepherd 
by  Adolphe Charles Adam (1839), and The Paris Judge by Heinrich Dorn (1838). 
R.  Wagner composed his first opera Rienzi, while discharging his duties as a conductor 
in Riga; the opera was first staged in Riga only in 1842 when the composer had long 
finished working in the city; although he worked only a few years in Riga, R. Wagner 
promoted development of local music culture.

The relative standing of the Riga City Theatre was not only determined by com
posers such as R. Wagner, but also by performances at this theatre by visiting actors 
who had earned an outstanding reputation in Europe: Ira Aldridge, an actor of Af
roAmerican extraction played Othello and other roles, the Italian actress Adelaide 
 Ristori, and the German actors Emil Devrient, Theodor Döring, Friedrich Haase ap
peared in various plays; Ferenc Liszt took part in several concerts, Klara Schumann 
and Hector Berlioz gave concerts. Inasmuch as Riga City Theatre also staged ballets, 
the legendary ballet dancer Marius Petipa performed on its stage in 1883.

An important turning point in theatre life in Riga occurred when in 1863, the new 
building for the City Theatre, designed by the architect Ludwig Bohnstedt, replaced 
the former Pancake Bastion in the centre of Riga, which was opened on 29 August 
with a production of the drama Wallenstein’s Camp by Friedrich Schiller. The Riga City 
Theatre, whose productions were in German, was able in terms of scope and quality to 
stand alongside with the Opera and Ballet Theatres in Vienna, Munich, Salzburg and 
Zurich. A number of distinguished actors and directors who had begun their careers 
in Germany and Austria, came to work in Riga, with Conrad Butterweck, August 
Markwort, Livia Eichberger, becoming very popular through their work, in particular, 
in comedies, and the activities of the German Theatre played a crucial and important 
role in the birth and development of Latvian theatre. A theatre was active in the heart 
of Riga whose performances were instructive for enthusiasts who had begun their ca
reers on the stage, as they had no need to travel to Berlin, Munich or Vienna, to gain 
insight into the work of a professional theatre, which in Riga took the form of the City 
(German) Theatre based on the experience of European theatres. 

Latvians were able to gain their first ideas about drama by a play Tas zemnieks, kas 
par muižnieku tape pārvērsts (The Peasant who was Transformed into a Nobleman),  
translated by Alexander Johann Stender, a German pastor, which was staged in 1790; it 
was based on a play by the Danish playwright Ludwig Holberg, Jeppe on the Mountain 
(Jeppe paa bjeget ellen Den forwandlede bonde) recast into a local setting, with events 
taking place in Latvia, whereupon the first play written in Latvia was a synthesis of 
original contributions by the Danish writer L. Holberg and by A. J. Stender. The first 
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performance of this play in Latvian translation, title Žūpu Bērtulis (The Drunkard 
Bērtulis) took place only in 1868.

Karl Gotthard Elverfeld, a German pastor and literary figure, followed the tradition 
set by A. J. Stender in that he translated two short plays by August von Kotzebue — 
 Ilarions, tas sirds žēlīgais brālis (Illarion the Merciful Brother), and Mūsu Jānītis (Our 
Young Jānis), which both appeared in the 1864 collection of Latvian plays Līksmības 
grāmata (The Book of Merrymaking); furthermore, K. Elverfeld was the first play
wright who gave Latvian readers directions on how to stage a play, explained a suitable 
venue for the play, how the necessary costumes were to be fashioned, and the need for 
a prompter during performances. K. Elverfeld also wrote an original play Tā dzimšanas 
diena (That Birthday), which apparently was staged, although reliable information 
about this is lacking. However, the first theatre performance in Latvian took place in 
1818 with the support of the owner of Dikļi estate, G. F. von Tiesenhausen. The latter 
had taken along his servant, Jānis Peitāns, on a visit to Riga, where both attended a 
performance at the Riga City Theatre of the play The Robbers by F. Schiller; the Latvian 
youth was so moved by this play that, after returning to the estate at Dikļi, he trans
lated it, and, together with other servants, staged a performance in a shed belonging to 
the estate — the first theatre performance in Latvian! Details about this event are miss
ing, and theatre in Latvia did not begin with this event. 

The next theatre performance, which is considered to mark the beginning of 
Latvian theatre, took place 50 years later in Riga, and in many ways was related to the 
onset of the mid19th century Latvian National Awakening. The Riga Latvian Society 
was founded in 1868, but theatre was necessary to demonstrate national selfconfi
dence; therefore, the Riga Latvian Society organised its first theatre performance on 
2 June 1868, staging a localisation of the play by L. Holberg with title, Žūpu Bērtulis 
jeb kā zemnieks par muižnieku celts (The Drunkard Bērtulis, or how a Peasant was 
Turned into a Nobleman). The actors and supporting persons were amateurs without 
any stage experience or academic education; there were two principal reasons for ar
ranging this event: to gather funds to assist Estonians who were in dire straits, and to 
present themselves as a cultural people. The review published in the newspaper Mājas 
Viesis uttered the most incisive judgement: “This very first performance well demon
strated to the world that Latvians are capable of putting on plays, as well as appreciat
ing them.”2 

The Riga Latvian Society had been founded but it lacked a permanent home, so 
the Society began to stage the occasional play — with the originals in German, but 
translated and localised to a Latvian context. A oneact play was staged on 14 June 
1869, Paša audzināts (Brought up by Himself), written by Ādolfs Alunāns, to com
memorate laying the cornerstone, and its consecration, for a building to house the 
Latvian Society. Ā. Alunāns points out in this play a simple yet permanent truism, that 
it is not property, but the mind and education, which determine the true worth of an 
individual. Ā. Alunāns later stated: “When I wrote (…) my first Latvian comic play, 
Paša audzināts, in which I sought to describe the life of the people at that time, I took 

2 Mājas Viesis, 1868, 10. (22.) jūn., 188. lpp.
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my characters from life.”3 This is the added significance of this event in the history of 
theatre in Latvia, since it was the first show of an original play by a Latvian playwright, 
with Ā. Alunāns also personally involved in staging it. Approximately one year later 
the leaders of the Riga Latvian Society invited Ā. Alunāns to become the manager of 
the Latvian Theatre. He accepted this offer and from January 1870 a permanent 
Latvian theatre operated in Riga led by Ā. Alunāns. His mother was of German ex
traction and the family spoke German at home, thus, Ā. Alunāns had begun his thea
tre career in German theatres — first of all in Dorpat, and then in Petersburg, hence 
he acquired theatre experience in German theatres over several years. Otilia Völtzke  
the mother of Ā. Alunāns had negotiated a contract on behalf of her son with the City 
Theatre of Cologne, but he began instead to manage the Latvian theatre. It was not 
possible immediately to organise a repertoire comprising works by Latvian play
wrights, and basically it relied on works by less known German playwrights — 
 Wilhelm Kläger, Roderich Benedix, Emil Pohl, August Koetzebue, Ludwig Schneider, 
yet it was possible to acquaint the Latvian audience with theatre by means of these 
straightforward, uncomplicated plays — for many residents of Riga this was their first 
encounter with theatre.

Ā. Alunāns successfully carried out his basic duties — Latvians truly fell in love 
with theatre. The manager of the theatre tried to interest Latvian authors in writing 
plays and took to writing plays himself: the following works of his were staged, Priekos 
un bēdās (In Joy and in Sorrow) (1871), Mucenieks un muceniece (A Cooper and a 
Lady Cooper) (1872), Icigs Mozes (Isaac Moses) (1874), Džons Neilands (John Neiland) 
(1881), and others. Serious issues are not resolved in these plays, the principal task of 
theatre according to Ā. Alunāns was for it to reflect concrete reallife events, and he 
expressed these convictions already in 1869: “... theatre is like a mirror, in which we see 
our own good and bad deeds, our days of joy and sorrow, in a word, we see our lives.”4 
Ā. Alunāns often included couplets in his plays, with which reallife problems could be 
described, and, thus, indirectly established a theatre tradition which was popularised 
many decades later by Bertolt Brecht with his songs. 

From time to time, although quite rarely, the Riga Latvian Theatre staged plays by 
important Russian authors: The Government Inspector (1870), and the comedy Mar-
riage by Nikolai Gogol (1884); the comedy The Marriage of Balzaminov by Alexander 
Ostrovsky (1882); as well as the play, Minna von Barnhelm by the German classic 
playwright Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1884). Ā. Alunāns was unable to stage com
plex, ambitious plays since the actor troupe at that time was still in the process of for
mation, actors had not been taught their professional skills, their first and only teacher 
was Ā. Alunāns, but during the time that he managed the theatre several experienced 
performers emerged. Ā. Alunāns, who founded Latvian theatre, stimulated the devel
opment of Latvian playwriting while his own plays were united by two tendencies — 
one derived from his past experience gained from German theatre, the other — the 
specific Latvian identity of  actors. 

3 Ādolfa Alunāna atmiņas par latviešu teātra izcelšanos. Rīga: Litera, 1924, 7. lpp. 
4 Alunāns, Ā. Kāds vārds par teāteri. Ādolfs Alunāns atmiņās, anekdotēs, vēstulēs. Rīga: Liesma, 1993, 25. lpp. 
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Ā. Alunāns left the Riga Latvian Theatre in 1885 after fifteen 
years of work, and in early 1886, Hermann RhodeEbeling began 
to run the Riga Latvian Theatre; previously, he had worked in sev
eral theatres in Germany, also at the City (German) theatre in 
Riga, but after a conflict with his theatre manager, and being 
banned from working in German theatres, he took on the post of 
running the Riga Latvian Theatre, although he spoke no Latvian, 
did not know Latvian literature or understand Latvian culture, 
but  had gained good professional work experience in theatre. 
H.   RhodeEbeling ran the Riga Latvian Theatre along German 
lines and basis, and the acting principles which he insisted upon 
remained part of  Latvian theatre for many years. The Riga Latvian 
Theatre gained recognition as a professional theatre during his 
time as manager, since actors started receiving a salary from 1886 
onwards, and theatre became their principal place of work. Actors 
who started their careers during his time and who later devoted 
many years of their professional life — their entire life — to the 
theatre include Jēkabs Duburs, Aleksis Mierlauks, Dace Ak
mentiņa, Jūlija Skaid rīte, Berta Rūmniece, Pēteris Ozoliņš. These 

actors learned from H. RhodeEbeling a strongly emphatic manner of speaking on the 
stage. During rehearsals, the director demonstrated to the actors how a particular 
scene should be played, and insisted that the particular scene be played exactly so by 
the actors, which resulted in a tendency for the latter to copy the mannerisms of other 
actors, repressing individual fantasy and creative inde pendence. On the other hand, 
the director trained actors to be precise in their per formances. 

The most important theatre event during the times of H. RhodeEbeling was stag
ing the plays by William Shakespeare, of which the first was a performance of The 
Merchant of Venice (1888). Introduction of W. Shakespeare’s plays and their gaining a 
stable presence in the repertoire of the Latvian Theatre was one of the most important 
results of the work of H. RhodeEbeling. 

In parallel with staging classical plays, there were performances of the socalled 
highlanders’ plays of German and Austrian origin, where events took place in Alpine 
villages with Tyrolian or Bavarian dances, singing, and yodelling. A play, which was 
staged in many European theatres, Laime un mīlestība jeb Trīs klenderi (Happiness and 
Love, a Tale of Three Wanderers) by Johann Nestroy was first shown in 1889 and was 
also popular in Riga.

As soon as the years of exclusion imposed on H. RhodeEbeling expired, he re
turned to work in German theatre, but he had, however, left visible traces in Latvian 
theatre processes: a generation of Latvian actors had gained their basis of professional 
acting, and staging skills had improved. 

Fig. 1. Ādolfs Alunāns (from 
the personal archive of 
V. Hausmanis)
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Fig. 2. Dace Akmentiņa — Mirdza in 
Vaidelote (The Priestess) by Aspazija, Riga 
Latvian Theatre, 1894 (from the personal 
archive of V. Hausmanis)

Latvian theatre at the end of the 19th century

Pēteris Ozoliņš started to direct the Riga Latvian 
Theatre after the departure of Hermann RhodeEbeling 
who left in May 1893; he had attended acting courses at 
the Dresden Conservatory and had worked at German 
theatres in Hof and Metz; thus, in working together with 
actors he followed the same path taken by H. RhodeEbe
ling. The range of actors’ capabilities remained a decisive 
principle: the troupe had a number of actors for leading 
roles, others were character actors, provocateurs, and co
medians; actresses covered a similar range, heroines, lov
ers, society ladies, mothers, character actresses and co
quettes. This meant that actors had to play the same role 
time after time, which could lead to a certain repetition 
and monotony. There was neither Latvian theatre school 
nor study courses in the 1890s, and actors had to hone 
their skills independently through their roles on stage; 
only a few actors and actresses were able to take private 
lessons with outstanding actors at the Riga City (Ger
man) Theatre; for example, Jūlija Skaidrīte studied with 
Louise Eyben, a reputed actress who portrayed heroines. 
Several actors were able to gain acting experience at thea
tres in Germany, for example, the actor Roberts Jansons 
worked there for five years. The theatre troupe included 
brilliant and talented actors: Dace Akmentiņa, Jūlija 
Skaidrīte, Berta Rūmniece, Aleksandrs Freimanis, Jēkabs Duburs, and Aleksis Mier
lauks. Despite the basic acting principles at that time having been adapted from Ger
man theatre, actors supplemented these with their Latvian mentality, and Latvian 
 directors made great efforts to ensure that a Latvian acting style would be evident in all 
performances. 

Important changes took place during the 1890s which saw the coexistence of 
Latvian and European plays in the repertoire of Latvian theatre. Plays which first ap
peared and were staged,  later became Latvian drama classics, for example, the drama 
Pazudušais dēls (The Prodigal Son) by Rūdolfs Blaumanis, which evoked a powerful 
resonance because it dealt with challenges faced by a young man encountering the re
alities of contemporary life. Portrayal of the problematic relations between the young 
man — Krustiņš — and his parents are generic to such an extent that it has not lost 
their relevance over the decades. R. Blaumanis in structuring this play appears to have 
followed the basic principles for writing plays enunciated by the German literary 
scholar and playwright theoretician, Gustav Freytag, in his book, Die Technik des 
 Dramas von Gustav Freytag. While the play Pazudušais dēls  by R. Blaumanis provided 
a brilliant starting point for Latvian realistic plays, it was joined one year later, on 
an  equal footing, by Aspazija, with a romantic play written in verse, Vaidelote 
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(The  Priestess), where the magic of how love forms is revealed, as well as betrayal and 
forgiveness. Aspazija demonstrated herself a defender of women’s rights with her play 
Zaudētās tiesības (The Lost Rights), which is replete with stark daily life.

A wide range of distinguished European plays were presented in parallel with this 
flowering of Latvian playwriting, to an extent that one can speak of a Europeanisation 
tendency in Latvian plays, centred on major works of English and German play
wrights. P. Ozoliņš was more partial to plays by German authors: the drama The Rob-
bers by F. Schiller was staged in 1894 by the Riga Latvian Theatre, followed by The 
Maid of Orleans (1896), in which the young actress J. Skaidrīte distinguished herself in 
the role of Joan of Arc. The Latvian Theatre took a courageous initiative in 1898 by 
putting on the play Faust by Johann Wolfgang Goethe, where the role of Gretchen was 
played brilliantly by D. Akmentiņa. The plays by W. Shakespeare took their place in 
the repertoire alongside with distinguished German plays. The first performance of 
W.  Shakespeare’s Hamlet by the Riga Latvian Theatre took place on 12 November 
1894; one year later the same company put on W. Shakespeare’s tragedies, Othello, fol
lowed by Macbeth (1896), the comedy The Taming of the Shrew (1898), the melancholy 
love story Romeo and Juliet (1899), with performances also of rarelystaged plays by 
W. Shakespeare: A Winter’s Tale (1895) and Julius Caesar (1900). With the dawning of 
a new century, the Latvian theatregoing public had had the opportunity to see nine 
plays by W. Shakespeare, and the Riga Latvian Theatre joined the company of Euro
pean theatres.

During the 1890s, the repertoire of the Latvian Theatre consisted mostly of plays 
by Western European and Latvian playwrights, with plays by Russian authors appear
ing rarely on the stage of the Riga Latvian Theatre: P. Ozoliņš began his work as a 
 director with the play The Government Inspector by N. Gogol, staged in 1893, while 
later he staged only the comedy A Profitable Position (1895) by A. Ostrovsky. The Riga 
Russian Theatre, which from 1883 onward was organised by the society Улей (Bee
hive), presented a number of plays by Russian authors; however, the management of 
this theatre changed very often, its troupe of actors lacked outstanding members, in
come was paltry, and performances by visiting actors or theatre companies evoked 
greater public interest. The actress Polina Strepetova, much beloved by the public, 
 visited Riga; there was great public interest in performances of established actors from 
Russia — Modest Pisarev, Maria Savina, Vera Komissarzhevskaya, Yury Yuryev, Kon
stantin Varlamov. Unfortunately, the level of performances offered by the Riga Russian 
Theatre was provincial. 

A new century — new trends

A radical change in theatre life in Latvia set in with the turn of the century, and if 
the principal external influence on Latvian theatre processes had been by Western 
Euro pean theatre and plays, then early in the new century the situation changed, and 
Russian theatre came to exert a tangible influence. In 1902, a new building suitable for 
theatre performances was constructed at the corner of Nikolai Boulevard (now 
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Fig. 3. Otīlija Muceniece — Guna in Sidraba 
šķidrauts (The Silver Veil) by Aspazija, the 
New Latvian Theatre, 1905 (from the personal 
archive of V. Hausmanis)

K.  Valdemāra Street) and Pushkin (now Kronvalda) 
Boulevard, and was named the Second Riga City Thea
tre. This building was given over to the Riga Russian 
Theatre (Company), so that Riga now had two profes
sional theatre companies — the German Theatre Com
pany and the Russian Theatre Company, while per
formances in Latvian took place at the Riga Latvian 
Theatre, which was located at the premises of the Riga 
Latvian Society. In 1902, a suitable building appeared 
which was built with support by the Artisans’ Relief 
Society at 25 Romanov (now Lāčplēša) Street; the New 
Latvian Theatre began its activities there at the end of 
that year. Its programme during the first year of activi
ties did not demonstrate any new tendencies, whence 
many theatregoers started to pay greater attention to 
the work of the Riga Russian Theatre, which was led by 
the experienced Russian actor and director, Konstantin 
Nezlobin. He was able to convince a number of actors 
from the Moscow Art Theatre who had earned a Euro
pean reputation to come to work in Riga. At that time 
the acting principles developed by Konstantin Stani
slavsky gained preeminence in Russia, and his close 
colleague, Vladimir NemirovichDanchenko, practi
cally implemented them in Moscow. Maria Roksanova, 
an actress at the Moscow Art Theatre, followed his lead 
and came to work in Riga, while Maria Andreyeva, be
loved of Gorky, became very popular in Riga. She repeatedly invited Gorky to visit 
Riga, and indeed he did so in 1904 in order to be present at the opening night per
formance of his play, The Petty-bourgeois, at the end of which he appeared on stage, 
and to thunderous applause, he received a laurel wreath in recognition of his play. An
other director at the Riga Russian Theatre, Konstantin Mardzhanov (real name — Kote 
Marjanishvili), who later founded the Georgian National Theatre, was also able to co
operate with M. Gorky. This director staged the play Summerfolk by Maksim Gorky, in 
1907, with the author present at rehearsals, and his wife M. Andreyeva playing the 
main role — that of Maria Lvovna. The success of the Riga Russian Theatre in staging 
plays by M. Gorky led Latvian directors to pay attention to these plays and, one after 
another, many were staged by the Riga Latvian Theatre, the first of these being the play, 
The Petty-bourgeois, in 1904, followed by The Lower Depths (1906), and the relatively 
rarelystaged play Children of the Sun (1906), with the play Barbarians (1907) gaining 
great popular response.

At the beginning of the 20th century, basic elements of Russian theatre entered 
Latvian theatre, foremost the Stanislavsky method of acting, where the decisive factor 
in an actor’s performance was his entering into the assigned role with actors being re
quired to achieve this completely. Several Latvian directors visited the Moscow Art 
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Theatre to see firsthand the newest 
acting techniques: the director Aleksis 
Mierlauks visited Moscow in 1909, 
while in 1913 Eduards Smiļģis, then a 
young actor, later to become a distin
guished Latvian director of plays, at
tended performances at the Moscow 
Art  Theatre. 

The New Riga Theatre, founded 
in 1908, was a milestone in Latvian 
performing arts, since it became the 
venue for exploration of new forms of 
expression and also the place where 
aesthetic modernism began in Latvian 
performing arts. The symbolic drama 
Uguns un nakts (Fire and Night) 
(1911) by Rainis, as well as staging of 
his plays Indulis un Ārija (1912), and 
Pūt, vējiņi! (Blow the Wind!) stood 
out brilliantly in comparison with the 
background. For the first time, char
acters appeared on stage in these 

 Latvian plays, in particular, in the play Uguns un nakts, who represented symbols, 
while at the same time they acted as real individuals. The scope of staging broadened 
after these performances of plays by Rainis, and stage design, which previously had 
received scant attention, became an inalienable and ambitious part of any perform
ance. Alongside with distinguished works by Latvian authors, a number of classical 
Russian plays appeared on the stage of the New Riga Theatre, such as Leo Tolstoy’s 
The Fruits of Enlightenment (1910) and The Living Corpse (1911), Anton Chekhov’s 
Three Sisters (1910), also plays by a representative of modernism, Leonid Andreyev, 
The Days of Our Life (1909) and Anfisa (1909), as well as plays by Viktor Ryshkov, 
Evgeny Chirikov, Sergei Naydyonov, all of them introduced new nuances to Latvian 
theatre. Latvian theatre did not lose its national colouration, but it became more 
 diverse in terms of expression; up until the First World War, it benefitted from an ad
vantageous situation that there were two active professional theatres in Riga — Ger
man and Russian. At the German theatre one could attend plays by a new series of 
German playwrights, Max Halbe, Hermann Sudermann, Frank Wedekind, and 
 others, there was always a full house, which on occasion overflowed. This was due to 
highly esteemed visiting German actors, such as Agnes Sorma, Alexander Girardi, 
and Paul Wegener. Entire distinguished actor troupes also visited Riga; the Berlin 
Ibsen Theatre gave performances in 1902, while in 1911 the visiting Berlin German 
Theatre, led by Max Reinhardt, evoked great interest in staging the play, Oedipus Rex 
by Sophocles, at the Circus, as M. Reinhardt was accustomed to putting on his plays 
in such venues. 

Fig. 4. Eduards Smiļģis — 
Lāčplēsis in Uguns un nakts 
(Fire and Night) by Rainis, 
the New Theatre of Riga, 1911 
(from the personal archive of 
V. Hausmanis)

Fig. 5. Lilija Ērika — Spīdola 
in Uguns un nakts (Fire and 
Night) by Rainis, the New 
Theatre of Riga, 1911 (from 
the personal archive of 
V. Hausmanis)
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Fig. 6. Mirdza Šmithene — Baiba in Pūt, 
vējiņi! (Blow the Wind!) by Rainis, the 
New Theatre of Riga, 1914 (from the 
personal archive of V. Hausmanis)

The Latvian Drama Courses, established in 1909, re
presented an important step in the development of the 
Latvian performing arts, since actors were now able for 
the first time to acquire locally a formal basic professional 
education. Jēkabs Duburs was in charge of these courses, 
while Zeltmatis, who had been educated in the perform
ing arts at the Emanuel Reicher’s Theaterschule in Ger
many, was the principal lecturer. At the courses held in 
Latvia, great attention was paid to speech manners on 
stage; Latvian theatre continued to evolve influenced by 
two schools of the performing arts, the Russian and the 
German, which taken together resulted in an independ
ent Latvian theatre, one which was able to develop fur
ther. Its activities were interrupted for a few years by the 
First World War. The front lines moved across Latvia in 
1915, and Latvia was occupied by the German army. 

The theatre in independent Latvia

The period of an independent, sovereign Latvia — 
from 1918 to June 1940 — saw Latvian theatre flourish. 
One of the principal tasks of the performing arts was to 
cultivate and reinforce Latvian national sentiment, spi
ritual culture; there were active theatres in all of the larg
est cities of Latvia — Jelgava, Liepāja, and Daugavpils — while Riga became the theatre 
capital of Latvia, with two leading theatres — the National Theatre and Daile Theatre, 
each with a distinct and different artistic style. 

The National Theatre, having found a permanent home, started its activities on 
30 November 1919, with a performance of the play Ugunī (On Fire) by R. Blaumanis. 
At first this theatre was led by the experienced director Aleksis Mierlauks, but once the 
poet and playwright Jānis Rainis was appointed as Director in 1921, the following 
guiding principles were set out for the National Theatre: he insisted that the main task 
was to create a national repertoire by mostly staging original Latvian plays. This was 
successfully carried out over many years, first of all, by staging ambitious plays which 
Rainis had written previously: Jāzeps un viņa brāļi (Joseph and his Brothers) (1920) 
and Spēlēju, dancoju (I Played, I Danced) (1921), and this cleared the way for staging 
the works by several other Latvian playwrights — Aspazija, Anna Brigadere, Andrejs 
Upīts, and Jūlijs Pētersons. Entry by the author Mārtiņš Zīverts into the domain of 
writing plays proved to be an important event; the National Theatre staged his play 
Nafta (Oil) (1931), while Daile Theatre staged his plays Āksts (The Buffoon) (1938) 
and Tīreļpurvs5 (1940). 

5 A place name, a marsh in Latvia, the site of heavy fighting during the First World War (translator’s note).
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Rainis favoured a realistic psychological approach to the performing arts, and 
therefore he insisted on representations of the truths and realities of daily life, and 
this was reflected in outstanding performances by actors. Over the years the National 
Theatre paid careful attention to acquiring an ensemble balanced in artistic terms: 
this included experienced actresses Berta Rūmniece, Jūlija Skaidrīte, Lilija Ērika, and 
Mirdza Šmithene, and actors of a new generation who proved themselves on the 
stage, Jānis Lejiņš, Jānis Osis, Žanis Katlaps, Anta Klints, Ludmila Špīlberga; the 
Latvian mentality was evident in many of the characters portrayed by these actors, 
which was particularly the case for plays by R. Blaumanis and A. Brigadere.

The Director of the National Theatre, together with the Artistic Director, deter
mined the direction of activities followed by the company; during the first seasons, 
Aleksis Mierlauks had a decisive role, which was then taken over by Alfreds Amtmanis
Briedītis, joined by Ernests Feldmanis who had a slightly different style as director — 
the latter had an excellent sense of humour which meant that he staged both contem
porary and classical comedies. The group of directors was joined by Jānis Zariņš, a 
specialist in the psychological school of realistic plays, who had started his work as a 
director in Moscow where he mastered the basic elements of the Konstantin Stani
slavsky system, at the same time learning from Vsevolod Meyerhold and Alexander 
Tairov, who represented the Russian style of play production. In his status of Director 
of the National Theatre Rainis advocated that the dramatic aspects and artistic quality 
of action to be paramount in determining the value of a play: “The National Theatre 
(…) must disseminate national and universal culture.”6 He insisted that, in addition to 

6 Rainis, J. Kopoti raksti, 18. sēj. Rīga: Zinātne, 1983, 466. lpp. 

Fig. 7. Directors of the Latvian National Theatre. Front row, left to 
right: Alfreds AmtmanisBriedītis, Aleksis Mierlauks, the playwright 
Kārlis Freinbergs; second row: Fricis Rode, Ernests Feldmanis (from the 
Archive of the Latvian National Theatre)

Fig. 8. Alfreds Amtmanis
Briedītis — Joseph in Jāzeps 
un viņa brāļi (Joseph and 
his Brothers) by Rainis, the 
Latvian National Theatre, 
1920 (from the personal 
archive of V. Hausmanis)
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Fig. 9. Eduards Smiļģis 
(from the personal archive 
of V. Hausmanis)

staging plays by Latvian playwrights, the National Theatre must also 
stage both classical and modern plays by foreign authors. 

A year after the National Theatre started to function, the first 
steady steps were taken by the other leading theatre, which legally was 
not a state theatre but one supported by an Association with the sym
bolic name Daile Theatre7. Eduards Smiļģis initiated formation of this 
theatre company and was its Artistic Director, and the first perfor
mance at Daile Theatre took place on 20 November 1920 with the trag
edy by Rainis, Indulis un Ārija directed by E. Smiļģis. The play was 
staged under hard circumstances, struggling with economic difficulties, 
the stage decorations were poor, the organisation of the play, however, 
corresponded to principles held firmly by E. Smiļģis — to strive for 
conditionality and stylization. Eduards Smiļģis largely decided matters 
by himself concerning staging a play at the newly founded theatre, as
sisted by a consultative panel that included the stage designer Jānis 
Muncis, Felicita Ertnere, a lecturer in stage movement, Burhards Sosārs 
as music consultant, and the speech consultant Emīls Mačs. E. Smiļģis 
went his own way in the performing arts: “The theatre does not seek to 
provide a complete illusion (and an actor does not serve to illustrate life), but a play 
demonstrates the reality of art, which is superior to real life.”8 The Director of Daile 
Theatre worked according to the motto: “Sacrifices for the forms of culture!” E. Smiļģis 
strictly followed this principle, which required the entire ensemble to contribute to the 
resonance and expressiveness of a performance. One of the closest assistants of 
E. Smiļģis was the set designer J. Muncis, who considered V. Meyerhold to be the high
est authority, since he had in Moscow attended Meyerhold’s Master Classes on Stage 
Production Techniques. E. Smiļģis was also well acquainted with the performing arts 
principles espoused by V. Meyerhold, but favoured instead the aesthetic programme 
developed by A. Tairov. E. Smiļģis and J. Muncis undoubtedly were of like mind in 
their critical view of naturalism in the portrayal of real living conditions in a stage 
production. J. Muncis created brilliant and expressive stage sets for performances at 
Daile Theatre; mockups and photographs of these were displayed at the 1925 Paris 
International Exhibition of Modern Decorative and Industrial Arts, where Daile Thea
tre was awarded the main prize, Grand Prix, in the Theatre Section; the French theatre 
director and authority André Antoine rated very highly the innovative achievements 
of Daile Theatre in an article in the newspaper Le Journal. J. Muncis left Daile Theatre 
in 1926 and worked until 1936 at the Pasadena Community Playhouse in the USA. 

Particular attention was paid to movement in the productions of E. Smiļģis, ex
pressive gestures and dance on stage, which was overseen by the consultant F. Ertnere, 
who had finished the Physical Training courses in Petersburg run by Peter Lesgaft and 
at Daile Theatre applied the basic elements of the system developed by François 
 Delsarte for expressive gestures and movements, as well as the basic principles of 

7 Literally the Theatre of Beauty (translator’s note).
8 Dailes teātra desmit gadi. Rīga: [Dailes teātris], 1930, 5. lpp. 
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rhythmics developed by Emile JaquesDalcroze. Accordingly, 
performances at Daile Theatre featured scenes of dynamic mass 
movement, which not infrequently included dance elements that 
helped to heighten tension and differed from the usual portrayal 
of daily life helping to attain artistic verity as proposed by 
E. Smiļģis. 

E. Smiļģis had already started along an innovative path 
 during the 1930s in the interpretation of classical plays by trans
ferring their action to the time when they were staged. Thus, the 
comedy Much Ado About Nothing by W. Shakespeare was set on 
board a ship and the performance was given the title Amor on a 
Dreadnought (1930); W. Shakespeare’s comedy A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream was set in a sports stadium (1931). In general, the 
classical plays directed by E. Smiļģis in the 1920s and 1930s were 
ambitious and broad in their scope, and his staging of the tra
gedy by Rainis Jāzeps un viņa brāļi (1933), a dramatization of 
S. Lagerlöf ’s novel Gösta Berling’s Saga (1933), W. Shakespeare’s 
The Taming of the Shrew (1939), and J. V. Goethe’s Faust (1940), 
all received considerable public approval. Over and above stag
ing classical works E. Smiļģis cultivated and developed varia
tions on operettas to an extent that they approached modern 
musicals. 

The Latvian Workers’ Theatre, which was active over a rela
tively short period of time, from 1926 to 1934, and which sought 

to reflect the social and political life of the times, occupied a unique place in the thea
tre world of Latvia. Its nature and activities were set by the Social Democratic Party. 

Fig. 10. W. Shakespeare, 
A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream, Daile Theatre, 
1931 (from the personal 
archive of V. Hausmanis)

Fig. 11. Elvīra Bramberga — 
Hanerle in The House of the Three 
Girls by A. Willner, H. Reichert, 
Daile Theatre, 1929 (from the 
personal archive of V. Hausmanis)
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The essential novelty of this theatre lay in its  democraticallyoriented repertoire which 
included original plays by several young authors which were not shown elsewhere, as 
well as plays by democratic authors, such as, Friedrich Wolff ’s Potassium Cyanide 
(1932) and The Sailors of Cattaro (1932), Ernst Toller’s Fire out of the Boilers (1931), 
Georg Kaiser’s Gas (1926), as well as plays by several Russian  authors: Vladimir Kir
shon’s The Rails are Humming (1929), Valentin Kataev’s Time, Forward! (1933), and 
Nikolai Pogodin’s My Friend (1934). Several directors were responsible for staging 
plays at the Worker’s Theatre, and, therefore, the forms of expression and artistic styles 
ranged from naturalism to constructivism, with the latter described at the time as ex
pressive mass performances featuring dynamic movements and rhythm. The Workers’ 
Theatre was closed in 1934 after a change in political regime.  

The Russian Theatre was still popular in Riga during the 1920s–1930s; having lost 
its home — the National Theatre was ensconced in the building formerly of the Sec
ond Riga Theatre — the Riga Russian Theatre had to put on its performances in the 
building of the Latvian Society. The Russian Theatre troupe was very sound, inasmuch 
as several outstanding theatre stars had left their homeland Russia after the October 
Revo lution, including Yuri Yurovsky, Nikolai Barabanov, Elena Polevitskaya, Maria 
Vedrinska, and others. Y. Yurovsky also directed plays at the National Theatre and at 
the Workers’ Theatre, which meant that Latvian actors could take lessons about the 
principles of Russian performing arts. Michael Chekhov was an outstanding actor 
originally with the Moscow Art Theatre. He emigrated from Russia in 1928, worked 
briefly in Berlin and in Paris, and came to live in Riga in 1932, where he directed se
veral plays at the Russian Theatre. In 1932, M. Chekhov directed the play Erik XIV by 
August Strindberg, and Aleksei Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan the Terrible at the National 
Theatre, in both of them he played the leading role. The poet Jānis Sudrabkalns wrote 
the following concerning a performance of the play by A. Tolstoy: “Chekhov played 
the role of Ivan with remarkable, unforgettable creative fantasy. The acting was refined 
in every detail, both externally as well as demonstrating internal emotions, which oc
casionally were so intense as to be frightening.”9 M. Chekhov again demonstrated his 
acting skills in a production of W. Shakespeare’s Hamlet, playing the role of Hamlet, 
which he had previously done both in Moscow, and in Germany. 

In Riga M. Chekhov also helped train a new generation of actors: in 1932, he was 
invited to take the position of head of the Theatre School of the Guild of Latvian Ac
tors, and simultaneously, Viktor Gromov, a director who had emigrated from Moscow, 
started to work at this school. Students at the Theatre School mastered the principles 
of the Stanislavsky’s method of acting; M. Chekhov’s chief aim was to educate actors in 
the art of organically entering the world of their assigned role and to live this existence 
fully. A number of actors who later earned a distinguished reputation acquired their 
skill during practical exercises conducted by M. Chekhov, but in 1934, after the state 
coup, M. Chekhov had to leave Latvia; he founded a studio at Dartington in the UK, 
and during the Second World War he moved to the USA where his skills as a director 
were highly appreciated. The work done by M. Chekhov in Latvia did not mean that 

9 Sudrabkalns, J. Par teātri. Rīga: Liesma, 1973, 223. lpp. 
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Latvian theatre had lost something of its national identity; he championed the 
 performing arts principles of K. Stanislavsky not only in Latvia, but also in Europe and 
in the USA.

The overall Latvian stage scene was rendered more diverse by the work of several 
directors from Western Europe, although many of them hailed originally from Russia. 
In 1927, the play Dorothea Angermann, a drama by Gerhart Hauptmann, was staged at 
the National Theatre by the director Ivan Schmidt, a member of the Max Reinhardt 
Theatre, who had started his work in theatre in Russia, but who had emigrated after 
the October Revolution. Several plays were staged in Riga by the director Nikolai von 
Driesen, whose first activities comprised experience gained prior to the First World 
War in Petersburg. The Polish director Aleksander Zelwerovicz had been chosen by 
K. Stanislavsky as his guide; the former staged in Riga a play by Jerzy Szaniawski, At-
torney and Roses (1930). The brilliant Jewish director, Max Rubin, whose former place 
of employment had been the Moscow Jewish Theatre, staged a unique version of the 
play The Big Jackpot by Sholem Aleichem (1938), where the leading roles were played 
by A. AmtmanisBriedītis and A. Klints. Remnants of the former German Theatre had 
not been extinguished — the German Theatre was still active in Riga, but its popular
ity had subsided. 

Contacts with theatre in Europe resulted in guest performances by several actors 
who had gained experience in foreign countries. Marija Leiko had visited the National 
Theatre from 1920 onwards, but she returned to Latvia in 1933. M. Leiko had gained 
her experience at theatres in Frankfurt, Munich, and mostly at the Berlin Theatre led 
by M. Reinhardt; thus, her colleagues and theatre audiences in Latvia were able to 
 appreciate the unique abilities of an actress who had been schooled in German thea
tres. Annija Simsone visited the National Theatre in Riga several times, while her 
permanent place of employment was in Vienna, and she too had cooperated with 

Fig. 12. Lilita 
Bērziņa — Maria Stuart, 
Artūrs Dimiters — 
Mortimer, in 
Maria Stuart by 
F. Schiller, Daile Theatre, 
1943 (Archive of the Arts 
Sector of the Institute of 
Literature, Folklore and 
Art of the University of 
Latvia)
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M.  Reinhardt, and was an assistant to the director Bertolt Brecht at the Munich Kam
merspiele Theatre. Anna Lāce was a member of the Munich Kammerspiele Theatre 
from 1922 to 1925, who sought to inculcate German revolutionary theatre principles 
in Latvia, but in 1926 she moved to Moscow, and only returned to Riga after the 
 Second World War.

Latvian theatre in taking over experience during the 1920s–1930s from theatres in 
Europe and Russia visibly became stronger, yet developed its own independent way, 
which differentiated it from theatre in Lithuania and Estonia, and there was no single 
direction in the performing arts, since there were differences in the fundamental ap
proach taken by the National Theatre and Daile Theatre. 

A new path was chosen by the small Latvian drama ensemble (1936–1944) which 
consisted mostly of students of M. Chekhov, and this was one of the more accom
plished small theatres in Latvia. 

The theatre during periods of occupation by two superpowers

Theatres in Latvia had to survive trying time over the following years: Latvia was 
occupied by the Soviet Union in June 1940, lost its state sovereignty and was incorpo
rated into the USSR; in these new circumstances theatres had to submit to the occupa
tion authorities. Performances in theatres in Latvia began to be dominated by having 
to adopt Russian theatre ideological and artistic principles, seminars were organised 
where lecturers explained the route that theatres had to follow. An ideological burden 
was placed on theatres which had to praise Soviet power in the plays they offered. The 
National Theatre was renamed Drama Theatre, because national spiritual values were 
not tolerated, and was obliged to put on plays which glorified Soviet power and how it 
came about in Russia: the Drama Theatre staged the play Lyubov Yarovaya10 (1940) by 
Konstantin Trenyov, and Boris Lavrenyov’s play The Break (1941), while Daile Theatre 
staged the play The Armoured Train 14-69 (1941) by Vsevolod Ivanov, and Lev Slavin’s 
Intervention (1940). It was officially declared that the basic working principles for thea
tres were to be party loyalty, class struggle and national identity. Although distin
guished actors and others still worked at theatres in Latvia, the independent direction 
of theatre artistic development was altered, as this was now determined by state 
 authorities. 

The years when Latvia came to be occupied by Germany, when Latvia was no 
longer a state but only the Eastern Region of Germany — Ostland — were also replete 
with challenges faced by theatres. Censorship was instituted, which defined what could 
not be staged, no play by a Russian author could be included in the repertoire of any 
theatre and plays by R. Blaumanis in which there were Jewish characters could not be 
staged; however, praise of Nazism was not particularly demanded and Latvian authors 
in their new plays had to be set in the past, without any reference to problems arising 

10 This and subsequent plays were performed in Latvian by Latvian theatres throughout the entire Soviet pe
riod (translator’s note).
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during the war. The National Theatre was now renamed as the Riga Dramatic Theatre, 
Daile Theatre retained its name, its plays were well attended as under the harsh condi
tions of war, when cities were blacked out after dark and people lived with uncertainty 
of what tomorrow might bring, they yearned for something to lift their spirits — for 
spiritual renewal and in attending theatre performances their spirits were refreshed 
and they could gain respite from the tense situation. 

E. Smiļģis remained in charge of Daile Theatre, and being at the zenith of his 
 talent, he was able to stage plays imbued with humanist ideas. Many actors had in pre
vious years honed their talents, and there was excellent collaboration between the 
 director and actors. One after another E. Smiļģis staged world classical masterpieces, 
earning a sincere response from the public, and under his aegis outstanding works by 
F. Schiller were staged, first of all, Maria Stuart (1943), with Lilita Bērziņa and Alma 
Ābele in the roles of the two queens, and in 1944 the drama by F. Schiller, Fiesko’s 
Conspiracy at Genoa, which was rarely staged, in which Edgars Zīle was outstanding in 
his portrayal of the character Fiesko. In addition to the dramas by F. Schiller E. Smiļģis 
staged W. Shakespeare’s tragedy Romeo and Juliet (1943), with Lilita Bērziņa and 
Edgars Zīle in the principal roles. It was during the German occupation period that 
the principle espoused by E. Smiļģis during the 1920s reached fruition, that the entire 
creative team had to cooperate, and in staging a play, E. Smiļģis was joined by the set 
designer Oto Skulme, the movement consultant and director Felicita Ertnere, and the 
composer Marģeris Zariņš. The director Kārlis Veics staged several subtle psychologi
cal plays. 

Several outstanding plays by Latvians appeared during the period of German oc
cupation which were counterpoints to the depressing wartime situation: in December 

1941, E. Smiļģis staged the play 
Minhauzena precības (The Marriage 
of Munchausen) by M. Zīverts, and 
serious world problems were also 
suggested by M.  Zīverts’ play Vara 
(Power) (1944), which was the last 
play to be put on before the arrival 
of the Soviet armed forces in Latvia. 
The writer Anšlavs Eglītis joined 
the group of playwrights associated 
with Daile Theatre and quickly be
came very popular; his play Kosma 
simfonija (The Cosmic Symphony), 
directed by K. Veics was staged at 
Daile Theatre in 1943. 

The Riga Dramatic Theatre, un
like Daile Theatre, continued with 
the traditions of independ ent  Latvia, 
and staged plays by R.  Blaumanis, 
Rainis, A. Brigadere,  Aspazija, and 

Fig. 13. Lilita Bērziņa — Spīdola, Artūrs Filipsons — Lāčplēsis, in 
Uguns un nakts (Fire and Night) by Rainis, Daile Theatre, 1947. 
Photograph by Jānis Krieviņš (from the Archive of the Arts Sector 
of the Institute of Literature, Folklore and Art of the University of 
Latvia)
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E. Vulfs. Latvian plays formed 
the core of the repertoire of the 
Theatre, and performances were 
usually in a strict realistic style. 
German classical plays were also 
offered by the Riga Dramatic 
Theatre: F. Schiller’s play Intrigue 
and Love (1944), directed by Os
valds Glāznieks introduced an 
unusual element to theatre life. 
His activities in Latvia were 
something of a paradox: O. Glāz
nieks had worked at the Vakh
tangov Theatre in Moscow, and 
staged several plays there, in
cluding the drama  Before Sunset 
by G. Hauptmann. The director 
lived in a suburb of Moscow, 
which was occupied by the Ger
man army, whereupon O.  Glāz
nieks returned to his home
land  — Latvia — where he 
worked at the theatre in Jelgava, 
and staged the drama Before 
Sunset (1943) by G. Hauptmann, 
himself playing the role of 
Mathias Clausen; this play staged 
under his direction appeared at 
the Riga Drama Theatre in 1944. 
Plays staged by O. Glāznieks fea
tured skilful psychological inter
pretation by actors of their roles 
and in an unusual development 
Latvian actors and public had 
the opportunity to experience 
the basic principles of the per
forming arts in Russia. 

The Russian Theatre was 
closed during the period of German occupation, and its premises were home to the 
newly established People’s Theatre; performances offered by this theatre were con
ceived by various directors, who cultivated a specific genre in staging classical oper
ettas, e.g., E. Feldmanis staged The Merry Widow (1942) by F. Lehár, Gasparone (1943) 
by C. Millöcker, and J. Strauss’ The Bat (1943). Operetta performances allowed a brief 
re spite from the grim reality. 

Fig. 14. Žanis Katlaps — Oskars, Harijs Avens — Džims, 
Arnolds Mīlbrets — Bundžiņa, in Zvejnieka dēls (Son of a Fisferman) 
by V. Lācis, Drama Theatre, 1949. Photograph by Jānis Krieviņš (from 
the Archive of the Arts Sector of the Institute of Literature, Folklore 
and Art of the University of Latvia)

Fig. 15. The play Lai arī rudens (Although It Is Autumn) by G. Priede, 
Daile Theatre, 1956 (from the Archive of the Theatre Workers 
Association)
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The background for activi
ties by theatres in Latvia be
came very tense during the sec
ond half of 1944 when the 
Soviet army was victorious, the 
front lines neared Latvia as a 
result of which many tens of 
thousands of the people of Lat
via became refugees, heading 
mostly for Germany and Swe
den. There were very many dis
tinguished Latvian actors and 
theatre directors among the 
refugees — Lilija Štengele, Os
valds Uršteins, Jānis Lejiņš, 
Kārlis Veics, Milda Zīlava, Ņina 
Melbārde, Hilda Prince, and 
many, many more; their depar
ture left substantial gaps in the 
body of actors remaining in 

Latvia. The outstanding play writers Mārtiņš Zīverts and Anšlavs Eglītis also left pre
ferring to go into exile. 

Latvian theatre in exile

A unique branch of Latvian theatre came into being at the end of the 1940s in sev
eral European states: a large number of actors and directors left for Germany, and 
 professional theatre troupes formed in various cities, the most important of which 
were located at Eslingen and Märbeck. The theatre at Eslingen staged plays by Kārlis 
Veics and Jānis Lejiņš, with the sets designed by Jānis Kuga; a high professional level 
was ensured at the Latvian Theatre at Märbeck by Osvalds Uršteins, who had been a 
 director at the National Theatre, and also by Jānis Zariņš. Theatre repertoires consisted 
mostly of classical works by R. Blaumanis, Rainis, and A. Brigadere, with significant 
new plays put on dealing with the reality of life in exile. Latvian theatre groups staged 
plays written in exile by A. Eglītis and M. Zīverts, as well as classical European works. 
Staging by the Märbeck theatre of W. Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, directed by 
O. Uršteins (1946), was particularly remarkable; it was seen by various international 
highranking officials, and the English theatre critic Denis Thomas wrote about this 
performance: “The overall impression was of a complete triumph, about a truly Eng
lish show, which was the result of gifted actors playing their roles subtly and with feel
ing. This was a performance which our best English ensembles would be proud of, and 
showed yet again that art does not recognise borders.”11 

11 Tomass, D. Šekspīra “Divpadsmitā nakts” Mērbekā. Jaunais Vārds, Nr. 2, 1946, 40. lpp.

Fig. 16. Jūlijs Bebrišs (on the right) — Joseph in Jāzeps un viņa brāļi 
(Joseph and his Brothers) by Rainis, Drama Theatre, 1956. 
Photograph by Jānis Krieviņš (from the Archive of the Arts Sector of 
the Institute of Literature, Folklore and Art of the University of Latvia)
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Latvian theatres were also established elsewhere in Germany, in Lübeck, Fishbach 
and Würzburg; furthermore, our actors and directors were able to appreciate German 
theatre performances, thereby gaining valuable experience, with a few Latvian actors 
gaining a professional education through attendance at theatre courses in Germany. 

The emigration of Latvian refugees to the USA, Canada, or Australia, started at the 
end of the 1940s and continued during the early 1950s, with the result that the leading 
theatres in Germany ceased their activities. After they arrived in America, Latvians at
tempted to continue theatre life, but circumstances had changed radically, in the USA 
or in Australia the refugees as immigrants received no material support and had to 
fend for themselves to cover their daily needs, with only their spare time left to stage 
plays. The professional level of shows was maintained, but their numbers began to fall 
tangibly. 

The American Latvian Theatre was created in the USA, with the union of ensem
bles at New York and Boston: the New York ensemble was led by the experienced direc
tor Osvalds Uršteins, whereas the Boston ensemble put on plays which were staged by 
Jānis Lejiņš or Reinis Birzgalis, while the actors who took part had gained their profes
sional skills in Latvia, with a few newcomers from among the exile community. Never
theless, Latvian directors and actors, as well as simply theatre enthusiasts continued to 
cultivate Latvian art and culture in foreign countries, in an attempt to transmit certain 
spiritual values to their countrymen. A group of young theatre enthusiasts began their 
activities in 1966 as the Small Theatre at San Francisco, led by Laimonis Siliņš. 

In 1951, the Sydney Latvian Theatre, led by Imants Sveilis began its activities in 
Australia, with many of its performances directed by Kārlis Gulbergs, while in 1953 
the Australian Latvian Theatre led by Pēteris Elsiņš started to work in Melbourne, with 
several of its performances also directed by Gunārs Klauss.

Another occupation

In 1945, Latvia again came under Soviet occupation as an integral part of the So
viet Union. All theatre companies in Latvia became State Theatres and no longer had 
to worry about their survival, but had to accept scrupulously the ideological precepts 
imposed on them by the Soviet Union, in particular they had to respect class and 
Party loyalty principles, and there was only one political party — the Communist 
Party. The former National Theatre was again renamed Drama Theatre in order to ex
punge from its name any trace of nationalism. Its productions had to reflect the hero
ism of Soviet people, work achievements, the struggle for socialism and the bright 
Communist future. The private life of individuals, their relationships and love were 
unworthy of attention, the repertoire was overwhelmed by Russian Soviet plays, many 
of which recalled the triumph of the Socialist Revolution, the Civil War in Russia. The 
play by Nikolai Pogodin, The Chimes of the Kremlin12, which was staged in 1947 by 

12 Plays in Russian were put on in Latvian translation throughout the Soviet period, their titles are given in this 
article in English (translator’s note).
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Drama Theatre was particularly representative of such plays, with Vladimir Lenin, the 
revolutionary leader, as central character who appeared in yet another play by N. Po
godin, A Person with a Rifle. Revolutionary struggle and civil war battles were part of 
other plays put on by theatres in Latvia: Daile Theatre staged the play The Unforgetta-
ble 1919 (1949) by V. Vishnevsky, and K. Trenyov’s Lyubov Yarovaya (1952), the thea
tre in Jelgava — B. Lavrenyov’s play The Break (1947). Latvian playwrights of the pe
riod sought to emulate the work of Russian playwrights; they did not write about the 
revolutionary past, but they exalted the struggle for a bright future — one example 
was the play Māls un porcelāns (Clay and Porcelain) by Arvīds Grigulis, which was 
staged in 1947 by Drama Theatre, while Daile Theatre put on plays by Anna Brodele, 
Upesciema pavasaris (Springtime in Upesciems) (1948) and Zelta druva (The Golden 
Cornfield) (1949) in which the rural collectivisation process featured, with the sunny 
future of kolkhozes extolled. Not a single original Latvian play which gained any 
 popular acclaim was put on for approximately ten years. The public was not interested 
in works which had to reflect Soviet ideology, and theatre performances were poorly 
attended. 

Theatres preferred to stage classical Russian plays with a high artistic standard at
tained for several performances. The audience of Daile Theatre and critics acclaimed 
the staging in 1949 by E. Smiļģis of an adaptation of Leo Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina, 
with Lilita Bērziņa in the title role, and in 1951 Drama Theatre gained public recogni
tion of performances of Ivan Turgenev’s play A Month in the Country. On rare occa
sions the repertoire included classic Western European plays by William Shakespeare, 
Lope de Vega, Honoré de Balzac, Carlo Goldoni, and John Fletcher, but the door was 
firmly closed to admitting more recent foreign plays, as there was an artificially erected 
Iron Curtain; theatres in Latvia were completely cut off from Western European thea
tre artistic experiments, visiting performances by Western theatre troupes were impos
sible, and actors and directors sought in vain to go abroad there to follow develop
ments in the performing arts and to gain inspiration. Theatres in Latvia were 
threatened by stagnation, despite outstanding personalities continuing to work at lead
ing theatre companies: A. AmtmanisBriedītis was the artistic director of Drama Thea
tre, the principal director at Daile Theatre was E. Smiļģis, yet both of them had to take 
into account the artistic framework dictated by ideology, as the only tolerated direc
tion during the first postwar theatre seasons was psychological realism, with socialism 
added on. 

A few successful steps were taken in the direction of reviving classical Latvian 
drama. The staging in 1947 by E. Smiļģis at Daile Theatre of the tragedy Uguns un 
nakts (Fire and Night) by Rainis was an important landmark event, where dramatic 
symbolism of the play was accentuated and audiences were moved by the actress Lilita 
Bērziņa as Spīdola, a symbol of beauty and spiritual strength, while Artūrs Filipsons in 
the role of the national hero Lāčplēsis embodied power. An important event was the 
return of plays by R. Blaumanis to theatre stages (they were banned during the first 
postwar years as they feature both prosperous farmers and Jewish characters): the 
seminal play by R. Blaumanis Skroderdienas Silmačos (The Tailor Days in Silmachi 
Farm) was put on in 1955 on the stage of Drama Theatre.
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The Youth Theatre began its activities in Riga in 1945 and it was initially managed 
by Boriss Praudiņš, a Latvian director who had come to Riga from Russia. On the one 
hand, activities by this theatre could be assessed positively — a new young hopeful 
generation would have its own theatre with an appropriated repertoire, while on the 
other hand this theatre was intended to indoctrinate young people from an early age 
with Soviet ideology and make them forget national values. Spectators during the first 
theatre seasons were reticent, often the hall was only halffull and this theatre only 
gradually came to attract an adequate number of theatregoers. During the first years, 
there was an absolute dearth of plays by Latvian authors suitable for children, the re
pertoire comprised largely Russian Soviet plays, of which only a few were appreciated 
by the young audience, greater numbers appeared for plays based on fairy tales — 
Samuil Marshak’s House of Cats (1948), Evgeny Schwartz’s The Snow Queen (1952), 
Vitali Gubarev and Andrei Uspensky’s The Kingdom of Crooked Mirrors (1952) — these 
plays were directed by B. Praudiņš, while the theatre ensemble was made up of actors 
who came from different theatres.

The Riga Russian Theatre restarted activities at the same time as the Youth Theatre 
started up, with the artistic direction of the former set by several welleducated direc
tors, including Yuri Yurovsky who had already established himself in theatres in Latvia 
during the 1930s, while Arkady Katz was the principal director at this theatre from 
1964 onwards. Activities of the Riga Russian Drama Theatre enriched and made more 
colourful the artistic panorama of theatre in Soviet Latvia. The Theatre mostly put on 
works by Russian authors, but nevertheless its repertoire also included works by 
W. Shakespeare, H. Ibsen, B. Brecht, Sh. Aleichem, and occasionally, plays by Latvian 
authors. 

Changing trends in the theatres of Latvia

The period of the early 1960s was full of contradictions for theatre life in Latvia. A 
new generation of writers became interested in play writing: Gunārs Priede, Harijs 
Gulbis, Pauls Putniņš, with Pēteris Pētersons joining this group later; plays began to be 
staged in which the playwrights sought to portray at least some of the harsh realities of 
daily life, the first example being a play by G. Priede, Jaunākā brāļa vasara (The Sum
mer of a Younger Brother), which was staged in 1955 by P. Pētersons. The undertones 
of the play allowed one to understand that something was seriously amiss in the lauded 
construction of socialism! Spectators were pleased with this small sliver of reality, as 
they were hungry for plays about real life processes, and those plays which described 
such processes were well attended, and it was even difficult to obtain tickets to these 
performances. Certainly censorship was still in force: in 1968, Drama Theatre was 
obliged to stop performances of a play by Laimonis Purs, Redzēt jūru (To See the Sea), 
Valmiera Theatre had to cancel performances of a play by Harijs Gulbis, Mans cilvēks 
(My Person); in 1968, permission was not given for the play by Gunārs Priede, Smaržo 
sēnes (The Smell of Mushrooms) to be staged, and mention of this play was forbidden 
for a long time. However, the process of revelation once begun could not be halted, 
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with directors and actors becoming skilled in uttering the truth halfspoken, with ges
tures, and plays favoured by audiences continued to be put on; the very title of a play 
by P. Putniņš Paši pūta, paši dega (literally in Latvian — The One Who Burns is the 
One Who Blows the Flame) staged in 1972 by Drama Theatre, expressed the essence of 
the play: real life processes have stopped because there is no progress. The popularity 
of Latvian original plays did not diminish during the 1970s and 1980s. The play 
Cīrulīši13 (1975) by H. Gulbis described real conditions in the rural areas of Latvia. 

Developments in the theatres of Latvia at that time were stimulated by the fact 
many were led by a new generation of directors: from 1966, Drama Theatre was led by 
Alfrēds Jaunušans, who was focussed on plays which featured strong, complex person
alities. Critics described his staging of the play by Tennessee Williams, A Streetcar 
Named Desire (1969), with Antra Liedskalniņa in the principal role, as insight into the 
crisis of a soul. Another personality type was revealed in A. Jaunušans’ staging of the 
play by Ferenc Molnár, Liliom (1971), centred on Liliom, a carousel barker in Buda
pest, who longed for a different life. In 1973, the character of Lorenzaccio, in the play 
Lorenzaccio by Alfred de Musset, appeared on stage alongside with Liliom, both of 
which were played by Ģirts Jakovļevs. The Endre Illés tragedy, Isabella of Spain (1983), 
with Astrīda Kairiša in the leading role also gained public acclaim. These perfor
mances demonstrated the actors’ ability in revealing the essential traits of great, com
plex personalities. Extraordinary personalities were always present in plays put on by 
the director Mihails Kublinskis, with the public finding attractive the play by Jaroslaw 
Iwaszkiewicz, The Summer at Nohant, staged in 1969, where the egocentric character 
traits of Chopin and George Sand are featured; performances of the play by James 
Goldman, A Lion in Winter (1980), and the play by Yves Jamiacque, Monsieur Amilcar 
(Mr. Hamilkar) (1981), both staged by M. Kublinskis, enjoyed long runs. 

After the departure of E. Smiļģis from Daile Theatre, its artistic direction was con
tinued by Pēteris Pētersons, who explored new forms of working, paying special atten
tion to plays written by young Latvian authors, ones where actors’ realistic portrayals 
were evident in their staging. The interest shown by P. Pētersons in the socalled poetry 
theatre was unusual, and he produced a dramatization in 1967 of the impressive col
lection of poems, Motocikls (Motorcycle) by Imants Ziedonis. P. Pētersons was also the 
first director, whose novel approach gave new insights into Latvian classical values — 
one was his staging in 1965 of the drama Uguns un nakts  by Rainis. P. Pētersons also 
opened the way for plays by various Western European playwrights to appear on the 
Latvian stage; he was among the first in Latvia to stage the plays by B. Brecht, with 
performances of the play The Good Person of Szechwan (1958), gaining good public re
sponse; the director also introduced the dramatic works of Max Frisch and Jean 
Anouilh to the public.

Arnolds Liniņš, who had worked in 1963 at the Moscow Lenin Komsomol Theatre 
under the tutelage of Anatoly Efros, also left a positive imprint on the history of Daile 
Theatre. When in 1971 he became the Artistic Director of Daile Theatre he continued 
to respect the traditions of this theatre, putting particular emphasis on collaboration 

13 Rural homesteads in Latvia traditionally have names, this one translates as Little Larks (translator’s note).
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when staging plays, i.e. with set designers, composers, movement coaches. This coope
rative effort brought excellent results in the cases of the drama Brand (1975) by 
H. Ibsen, and the tragedy Jāzeps un viņa brāļi  (1981) by Rainis, where the quality of 
the performance was greatly raised by sets designed by Ilmārs Blumbergs.

The appointment of Ādolfs Šapiro in 1964 as principal director at the Youth Thea
tre brought significant changes in that he was more forthright in dealing with impor
tant problems which the public encountered. During the second half of the 1970s, 
Ā. Šapiro was ever more determined to apply a consistent criterion which he formu
lated in writing as: “... I always try to choose plays to be staged which will allow the 
public to recognise in good time processes of general concern which are under way in 
our society. As Director, I sense in myself the need to raise the alarm whenever pos
sible I can do so about matters about which others are still silent.”14 The Director cre
ated performances wherein a nontraditional approach to a literary work was com
bined with genuine emotion, and the audience of these performances experienced 
personally activities on stage, which at the same time urged them to think. Perfor
mances of A. Ostrovsky’s play Forest (1984) were significant because life which had be
come cheap carnival was reflected in these, with the shows provoking the audience to 
see how spirituality and values were being degraded on a daily basis; the principal roles 
were portrayed by Edgars Liepiņš as Shchastlivtsev and Uldis Pūcītis as Neshchastliv
tsev to astonishingly good effect. Performances of the play Centrifūga (The Centrifuge) 
by G. Priede (1985), which addressed a complex period in the history of the Latvian 
people, were an example of the most powerful staging work done by Ā. Šapiro. 

The Youth Theatre took part in International Theatre Festivals with their versions 
of B. Brecht’s play Fear and Misery of the Third Reich, and B. Vasilyev’s play Tomorrow 
there Came War; prior to this, in 1984 the Youth Theatre gave guest performances in 
Moscow with K. Chukovsky’s play Chukokkala directed by Ā. Šapiro, with which it had 
toured Yugoslavia. Ā. Šapiro acquired thereby international visibility and he was in
vited to stage plays at several theatres in Europe. Nevertheless, the prestige of the 
Youth Theatre began to diminish in Latvia during the 1980s since its principal director 
was so often absent working at foreign theatres. The bright image of the Youth Theatre 
began to cloud over, which was keenly felt both by the actors at the theatre and by the 
public.

It must be remembered that the Iron Curtain had not been dismantled yet, and 
that it was still seriously problematic for individuals to visit theatres in other European 
countries for educational reasons: travel permission, visas and foreign currency were 
needed. Latvia was equally inaccessible for foreign directors, and tours of Europe by 
our theatres were next to impossible. The activities by Ā. Šapiro outside Latvia were an 
exception since Latvian theatre as a whole lived in something akin to a closed space, 
but this did not mean that theatre had encapsulated itself in humility and mediocrity, 
and new avenues were sought by directors A. Jaunušans, P. Pētersons, O. Kroders, 
A. Liniņš, V. Lūriņš, Ā. Šapiro, and A. Katz. 

14 Radzobe, S. Saruna ar režisoru. Padomju Jaunatne, 1986, 1. maijs, 4. lpp.
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Again in an independent state

A period of rapid and radical change for Latvian theatre set in after the restoration 
of state independence in 1990 — the Latvian people and theatre could again breathe 
freely, the Iron Curtain had fallen, theatres no longer had to comply with the ideologi
cal dogmas imposed by higher public authorities, theatres could independently decide 
their repertoire, the Ministry of Culture no longer intruded in the process of selecting 
a repertoire, Drama Theatre again became the National Theatre, theatres in Liepāja 
and Valmiera continued their activities, as did the Riga Russian Theatre, while a thea
tre restarted activities in Daugavpils with both a Latvian and a Russian troupe. Unfor
tunately, the Youth Theatre was wound up and closed without any reason given; how
ever, in 1993, the New Riga Theatre was established and started to explore new artistic 
directions. Over the years, one after another socalled small or peripheral theatres 
which were widespread in the Western world started their activities with plays staged 
in various districts in Riga at unusual venues: the experimental theatre Dirty Deal 
 Teatro started  putting on performances at old warehouses in the old port district of 
Riga, where various novel shows were conceived mostly by young directors. The ex
perimental Ģertrūdes ielas teātris (Theatre of Ģertrūdes Street), put on plays in a 
building located in an inner courtyard in the city centre, while the theatre Skatuve 
(The Stage) led by the experienced director Anna Eižvertiņa, worked at a location in 
the Moscow Suburbs of Riga. 

The restoration of Latvia’s independence in parallel with bringing freedom also 
presented theatres with important new existential challenges. One aspect of freedom 
was that theatres were free to choose which plays to stage, but they had to worry about 
income and this consideration certainly influenced their repertoire. Another problem 
arose in that during the period of Soviet occupation the audience was especially inter
ested in new Latvian plays since freedom of expression then was quite circumscribed, 
and newspapers, journals and radio broadcasts had to adhere to the exigencies of the 
authorities and independent views were not tolerated; this also applied to the theatre, 
but they found ways to circumvent this so that real life issues could be alluded to 
through the manner in which actors played their roles — by means of gestures, looks, 
posture, mimicry to express what could not be explicitly spoken through undertones. 
After the recovery of independence, once the press could write freely about all kinds of 
problems, discuss issues with representatives of the highest authority, publish critical 
assessments, one element disappeared that had made theatre so attractive, and few 
original plays which could attract public attention and interest were included in thea
tre repertoires. New ways had to be found that theatre might retain its place in reflect
ing and assessing ongoing social processes. The National Theatre adopted an unusual 
strategy by the director Edmunds Freibergs leading to satirical shows centred on two 
fictional contrived characters: Kornēlija (Cornelia), the Rat, and Cirča (Tsircha), the 
Cricket, who met and discussed various problems, episodes, and situations taken from 
real life, which had been selected by the director and the actors themselves, who had 
witnessed or experienced them, and the theatre was able thereby to highlight these 
precisely and incisively in a satirical environment. 
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Directors have pursued different approaches in their interpretation of Latvian clas
sical plays. Certainly it was no longer possible to stage them as had been done ten or 
twenty years earlier, and correspondingly stage versions appeared where the traditional 
time and place of events was retained, with nuances introduced in the portrayal of 
roles and how characters were presented within a play. These could be sensed in a stag
ing by Oļģerts Kroders of Rainis’ play Pūt, vējiņi! (Blow the Wind!) at Daile Theatre 
(1998). In staging R. Blaumanis’ play Skroderdienas Silmačos (The Tailor Days in Sil
machi Farm) Indra Roga in 2010 retained the original colour of period, but included 
several new relations between characters of the play. A production at the National 
Theatre by Valters Sīlis of R. Blaumanis’ drama Indrāni (2013), evoked a tremendous 
response. The show Ezeriņš (2014) based on stories by Jānis Ezeriņš, and arranged for 
the stage by Elmārs Seņkovs, earned considerable audience approval. In some cases, 
interpretations of Latvian classical plays emphasise aspects with contemporary signifi
cance by transferring the time and place from the past to nowadays and, in some cases, 
downgrading the broad and comprehensive philosophic nature of classic plays. 

With the removal of barriers between Latvia and the Western world the genre of 
musical shows began to be cultivated in Latvia. Latvian directors did not directly im
port musicals which were popular in Europe and in the USA, because the requirement 
to pay substantial fees to the original authors acted as a certain barrier, whereupon the 
idea was born to create local original musical shows. Composers were the usual initia
tors of such shows, and in collaboration with poets or playwrights, later with the pro
ducer, original music shows, musicals, appeared in one theatre after another in Latvia. 
The poet Māra Zālīte has written several librettos and texts for musicals. The musical 
Meža gulbji (Forest Swans) (1990) by Raimonds Pauls and M. Zālīte was very popular, 
as were other joint works, the musical show Kaupēn, mans mīļais! (My Dear Kaupēns!) 
(1999) by Jānis Lūsēns and M. Zālīte, the musical Tobago by Uldis Marhilēvičs and 
M.  Zālīte (2001), and a rock opera by J. Lūsēns un M. Zālīte, Indriķa hronika (The 
Chronicle of Henry the Livonian) (2000). Musial shows were appreciated by the public 
and performances were well attended; their principal appeal comprised reminders of 
important historical events in Latvia, they encouraged patriotic feelings and promoted 
cultivation of novel forms of expression in the production of these musical shows. The 
musical produced in 2011 by Kārlis Lācis and Evija Mamaja, Pūt, vējiņi! (Blow the 
Wind!) featured new forms of expression which the audience in Liepāja greeted with 
great enthusiasm.

Another popular form of dramaturgy which arrived in Latvia in parallel with the 
import of the concept of musicals from the USA and the Western world — an astute 
form of comedy saturated with fast moving action which developed in our theatres 
and which previously had rarely been staged in Latvia — farce, which demanded great 
dexterity on the part of the actors as well as flexibility. Cultivation of this genre was fa
cilitated by two Latvian directors, Gunārs Vērenieks and Andris Blekte, who lived 
abroad. Plays which previously had not been staged, representing the theatre of the 
absurd also appeared on stages in Latvia; the director Arnis Ozols staged at Daile The
atre Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1993), and at the New Riga Theatre, the play 
The End Game (1994). There were numerous examples of plays put on by modern 
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playwrights of the world, and the theatre repertoires in Latvia 
no longer greatly differed from those of foreign theatres; there 
were performances of plays by Arthur Miller, The Witches of 
Salem (1995) and Death of a Salesman (1997), by Martin 
 McDonagh The Cripple of Inishmaan (1998) and Pillowman 
(2005), and Peter Shaffer’s Amadeus (1994). 

There was a certain scepticism concerning plays by Russian 
playwrights during the first years after the recovery of inde
pendence, and they were rarely performed by Latvian theatres. 
A. Hermanis was one of the first individuals to take a new look 
at Russian dramaturgy and in 1996 he staged A. Chekhov’s play 
The Seagull. A negative attitude towards Russian plays gradually 
dissipated and many excellent classical plays again appeared on 
Latvian theatre stages: the play A Month in the Country (2005) 
by I. Turgenev staged by Māra Ķimele at the New Riga Theatre 
enjoyed a long run of performances. At the National Theatre 
Oļģerts Kroders staged A. Ostrovsky’s play, Talents and Admir-
ers (2008); in 2000, spectators at Daile Theatre were pleasantly 
surprised by an unusual staging by M. Gruzdovs of N. Gogol’s 
comedy Marriage. In 2015, Dž. Dž. Džilindžers, the principal 
director at Daile Theatre opened the way for staging the play, 
Children of the Sun, by M. Gorky, which had long not been per
formed in Latvia; Andrejs Žagars offered a new interpretation of 

A. Chekhov’s play, The Three Sisters (2016) at Daile Theatre. The director Vladislavs 
Nastavševs staged a dramatization of F. Dostoyevsky’s novel The Idiot (2015) at the Na
tional Theatre; whereupon Russian classic plays have again become a significant part 
of the overall picture of Latvian Theatre; works by the youngest generation of Russian 
playwrights, however, appear less often on Latvian stages. 

The overall picture of Latvian theatre life in many ways has been influenced by de
velopments in Western European theatres — once the prohibitions characteristic of 
the Soviet period disappeared, actors and directors could travel abroad for study pur
poses, take part in international theatre festivals, and, during the 1990s, and, in par
ticular, at the beginning of the 21st century these contacts became a part of usual work. 
A new activity was launched in 1995 — the New Theatre Institute of Latvia organised 
in Riga the Star International Festival of Contemporary Theatre, Homo Novus, which 
attracted theatres or theatrical groups with innovative performances and with this the 
vision expanded and knowledge rose of local actors and directors about artistic de
velop ments going on outside Latvia. In 1998, the New Theatre Institute of Latvia or
ganised in Riga an International Festival of Experimental Performing Arts, “Homo alibi”, 
as a result of which information became readily available in Latvia about current 
events and development trends in European Theatre. 

Classical principles of creative work are organically united with new traditions in 
Latvian theatre life: all of the leading theatres operate with a repertoire, with a large 
number of plays on offer and the possibility almost every night to attend the perform

Fig. 17. Ivars Stonins — Henry in 
Indriķa hronika (The Chronicle of 
Henry of Livonia) by M. Zālīte, 
J. Lūsēns, the Latvian National 
Theatre, 2000 (from the Archive of 
the Latvian National Theatre)
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ance of a different play, with each theatre subscribing to different principle for creative 
work, ones which were set out by the principal directors: the National Theatre was 
based on a realistic psychological basis, performances at Daile Theatre rather followed 
the principle of expressive form. However, at the end of the 20th century, the artistic 
features unique to one or the other theatre began to blur, as performances were put on 
simultaneously in several halls at either theatre, the number of different plays on offer 
each season increased manyfold, and at least ten directors worked at each theatre and 
it was impossible to harmonise their artistic style. As a result, plays of very different 
types were put on each season, and the artistic level of performances diminished at 
both of the leading theatres — Daile and the National — while the sole theatre adher
ing to stable and distinct artistic principle was the New Riga Theatre, whose cardinal 
principle was absolutely real performances by actors, an indepth revelation of charac
ters’ personalities and realistic activities. 

The New Riga Theatre started its activities in 1993 offering performances based on 
a Steven Soderbergh film scenario (Sex, Lies, and Videotape) with the title Kā lēna un 
mierīga upe ir atgriešanās (Like a Slow and Calm River is a Return). Alvis Hermanis 
was one of the founders of the New Riga Theatre, and became its Director in 1997. 
Theatre scholars have deemed A. Hermanis to be the individual who introduced post
modernism to Latvia (and who continues in this vein); his creative work is multi 
coloured, yet people, their desire for life and their hopes, are central. This was bril
liantly demonstrated in his staging of Aleksei Arbuzov’s play Mans nabaga Marats (My 
Poor Marat) (1997), which remained on the theatre stage for several decades, and 
which features the struggle between love, feelings, and sense of duty. A. Hermanis has 
brought novelty into Latvian theatre life with his staging of plays by several foreign 
 authors. His interpretation, in 1993, of Yukio Mishima’s play Marquis de Sade earned 
considerable public attention, in which postmodernism was evident for the first time 
in Latvian theatre. His staging of Oscar Wilde’s play The Picture of Dorian Gray (1994) 
was characterised by its refined form. His interpretation of the play Vilkumuižas 
jaunkundzes (The Misses of Wolf Manor) (2000) based on the novel by Polish author 
Jaroslaw Iwaszkiewicz, contained Art Nouveau motifs, but staging of the play The 
Govern ment Inspector by Nikolai Gogol (2000) was entirely different because the ac
tion of the play was transferred to the realities of Soviet life during the 1970s; the latter 
was for many years the most popular show at the theatre and one with which the New 
Riga Theatre participated in prestigious festivals in France, Germany, Italy, and in 
Canada. Success allowed A. Hermanis’ reputation to be appreciated in European thea
tres and worldwide. 

At the beginning of the 21st century, the New Riga Theatre began to search for a 
new unusual approach: actors would themselves formulate certain important scenes of 
a play. This approach led to several plays which were greatly popular with spectators, 
plays about ourselves, Garā dzīve (The Long Life) (2003), Latviešu stāsti (Latvian Sto
ries) (2004), Latviešu mīlestība (Latvian Love) (2006), and later, Melnais piens (Black 
Milk) (2009) — which constituted a series of short oneactor plays where the actors 
had conceived the text, and encouraged by A. Hermanis, had visited their peers to see 
how they lived, later for the director to synthesise these stories into a coherent play. 
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A.  Hermanis, together with the 
New Riga Theatre ensemble, put 
into practice the socalled crea
tive workshop idea, one where 
the actors and the director are 
equally engaged in staging a per
formance. The contradictory life 
stories of many Latvian men re
flected in the oneactor show 
created collaboratively by the 
actor Vilis Daudziņš and Alvis 
Hermanis oneactor perfor
mance, Vectēvs (Grandfather) 
(2009). V. Daudziņš created the 
text of the show based on the 
story of his grandfather who dis
appeared during the Second 
World War, talking to many indi
viduals about their wartime ex
periences and consulting archive 
materials. The actor created three 
different characters based on the 
memories of living persons who 
represented the historical experi
ence of the Latvian people: one 
was a Red partisan, another — a 
German army legionnaire, a 
third, who was obliged to fight 
on both sides of the front. None 
of the combatants was con
demned since all bore the scars 
of history. V. Daudziņš was the 
sole person on stage during this 
performance — both the narra
tor and the fighters on opposing 
sides. This show earned an enor
mous response by the audience. 
A similar response was evoked 
by the show Ziedonis un Visums 

(Ziedonis and the Universe) (2009), which was compiled by actors and had the out
standing poet Imants Ziedonis at its centre. When he became Director of the New Riga 
Theatre, A. Hermanis stressed that theatre must become the forum where those on 
stage engage in a serious discussion about life and its essential problems. The Director 
also declared that each performance must be a special occasion, and that theatre must 

Fig. 18. The play Latviešu mīlestība (Latvian Love), the New Riga 
Theatre, 2006. Photograph by Ģirts Mālders (from the Archive of the 
New Riga Theatre)

Fig. 19. Vilis Daudziņš — Someone looking for his grandfather, in 
Vectēvs (Grandfather) by V. Daudziņš, the New Riga Theatre, 2009. 
Photograph by Ģirts Mālders (from the Archive of the New Riga 
Theatre)
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not become the place of cheap 
entertainment. A. Hermanis has 
remained faithful to this princi
ple throughout his active profes
sional life. In addition to Latvian 
life stories he has also staged 
several plays by Russian authors 
during the second decade of the 
21st century, of which Ivan Gon
charov’s play Oblomov (2011) 
and The Twelve Chairs (2014) by 
Ilya Ilf and Yevgeny Petrov, 
earned considerable popularity.

Shows by A. Hermanis have 
gained a favourable response in 
the countries visited by the New 
Riga Theatre; A. Hermanis has 
become one of the most re
spected theatre directors in 
 Europe and worked at several 
theatres in Germany and Austria: at the Vienna Burgtheater, where he was staff direc
tor, he staged A. Chekhov’s Platonov (2010) and A. Schnitzler’s The Distant Land (2011); 
at Die Schaubühne in Berlin — A. Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin (2011); in Zurich  — 
A. B. Vallejo’s In the Burning Darkness (2005); at the Schauspiel theatre in Cologne — 
I. BashevisSinger’s The Secrets of the Kabbalah (2009), I. Goncharov’s Oblomov (2010); 
at the Kammerspiele theatre in Munich — I. BashevisSinger’s The Late Neighbours 
(2009). A. Hermanis has staged several operas in Paris and at La Scala in Milan. 

The theatre critic and scholar Guna Zeltiņa has very precisely described the 
 diverse directions and broad scope of the activities of A. Hermanis as follows: “The 
New Riga Theatre over the past few years has been justifiably described as a theatre led 
by the creative will and personality of a single individual — as the theatre of Alvis 
Hermanis. The only one of its kind in Latvia, since no other theatre today can boast 
bearing the personal stamp of so brilliant a director.”15 

At the beginning of the 21st century, a number of tangible changes took place in 
the contingent of theatre directors at both the professional and the small theatres in 
Riga: A. Liniņš and O. Kroders  of the oldest generation, deceased; K. Auškāps, 
M. Ķimele, and E. Freibergs continue to work as directors, a new generation of direc
tors arrived on the scene: Dž. Dž. Džilindžers, Viesturs Kairišs, and Gatis Šmits, who 
in 1996 created the association, The Union of Unbearable Theatre, with the aim of cre
ating experimental avantgarde shows. However, this organisation broke up after a few 
theatrical seasons, and after he was taken on as a permanent director at Daile Theatre 

15 Zeltiņa, G. Jaunais Rīgas teātris. Latviešu teātris no pirmsākumiem līdz mūsdienām. Rīga: Zinātne, 2010, 
536. lpp. 

Fig. 20. The play Skroderdienas Silmačos (The Tailor Days in 
Silmachi Farm) by R. Blaumanis, the Latvian National Theatre, 
2003. Photograph by Alberts Linrots (from the Archive of the Latvian 
National Theatre)
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Dž. Dž. Džilindžers tried to implement principles advanced by theoreticians of post
modernism; initially, he staged a series of plays whose basic themes were all manner of 
sexuality issues, often uniting irony with lyricism in the resulting performances. After 
a few years, Dž. Dž. Džilindžers abandoned sexuality issues, and began to stage plays 
with a philosophical dimension, of which his interpretation of the play Caligula by 
 Albert Camus (2005) earned public approval. Plays staged by Dž. Dž. Džilindžers usu
ally are visually expressive and sumptuous. 

Changes in Latvian theatre life appeared during the second decade of the 21st cen
tury when several brilliant directors of the young generation have demonstrated their 
abilities at different theatres — Laura GrozaĶibere, Indra Roga, Elmārs Seņkovs, 
Valters Sīlis, and Vladislavs Nastavševs. They have all had contact with European thea
tres: they have either taken part in international theatre festivals, or have been edu
cated abroad at theatre schools, seen theatre performances in Germany, Russia, Portu
gal, Spain, and the USA. Therefore, for this generation of directors the working 
principles of foreign theatres, their search for new forms and their findings are not a 
mystery, and these directors are what scholars deem to be representatives of postdra
matic theatre. Whereas directors of an earlier generation not infrequently attempted to 
surprise their audience with something unusual, unexpected, during the second de
cade of the 21st century directors who have entered the performing arts do not hanker 
after surprises, their performances are not conceived in a revolutionary spirit and the 
centre of their performances is occupied by psychologically grounded human charac
ters. Directors of the newest postdramatic generation seek to tear down the wall of 
conditio nality separating the stage from the audience, indirectly making them part
ners, parti cipants of a dialogue in a joint discussionperformance, of course, with
out de part ing from the text of the play. The most vivid performances of this type are 
L.  GrozasĶiberes’ staging of the play Equus by Peter Shaffer (2015), and Nick Dear’s 
drama Frankenstein (2015), the psychologically saturated performances staged by 
E.  Seņkovs: Jean Anouille’s Antigone (2015), and Juan Mayorga’s Boy (2015); V. Sīlis 
staged the play by Tracy Letts, Ossage County (2012), as well as a dramatization of 
Māris Bērziņš’ novel Svina garša (A Leaden Taste) (2016). 

During the past decade, the overall picture of Latvian theatre has been enriched by 
new nuances provided by foreign directors visiting Latvia: Kiril Serebrennikov and 
Roman Kozak from Russia, Oskaras Koršunovas from Lithuania, Jan Willem van den 
Bosch from the Netherlands, Andrzej Buben from Poland, and Alexander Morfov 
from Bulgaria have all staged performances in Latvia, while A. Hermanis, A. Žagars, 
V. Kairišs, V. Meikšāns, and Ģ. Ēcis have staged performances at foreign theatres; the 
New Riga Theatre has regularly performed abroad in different European countries, 
while the actor Gundars Āboliņš took up a permanent position at the Münchner Kam
merspiele theatre in 2015. 

Latvian theatre has had to endure over years many changes in public authority all 
of which, in one way or another have influenced the artistic direction followed by the 
performing arts, yet theatre has always been able to preserve its national identity. 
Latvian theatre grew out of a base of German theatre traditions, has been enriched by 
basic principles developed by outstanding representatives of Russian theatre, and 
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 during the past decades it has actively followed artistic processes under way in Euro
pean theatres, without ever losing its independence. Since the time of the founder of 
Latvian theatre, Ādolfs Alunāns, spectators have come to love theatre and theatre per
formances have become an integral inalienable part of their lives. 
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Development stages of cinema in Latvia

Like in other states of Europe whose territories are not large and which do not 
have a large population, the development of cinema in Latvia has been closely linked 
to the political and economic situation of the country, and to historical events. At the 
same time, the artistic language of cinema and the technologies available are compar
able with global trends of the times. 

The first stage of filmmaking in Latvia is linked to the creation of the state in 1918 
and the period of independence that followed until the Soviet occupation in June 
1940. Cinema was directly influenced by the state political system. During the demo
cratic period (1920–1934), the film branch was largely considered to be a profitable 
business run by private individuals; the state offered indirect support to documentary 
films through legislation which obliged all film shows to include a newsreel of local 
events, as well as by reducing taxes imposed on films of a cultural documentary na
ture, which preserved on film important public events, or which were produced for 
educational purposes. 

We may consider the first film produced in independent Latvia based on a local 
script, Es karā aiziedams (As I Went Away to War), which was first shown publicly in 
November 1920, to signal the start of national cinema. It is important to note that 
 although the film was produced with purely private financing its message was patri
otic, about recent events in the creation of the state and their impact on the destiny of 



Fig. 1. Latvians in the world. Ilgars Linde, a Latvian 
director and cameraman at Swedish TV (first from the 
left), standing alongside a roadside signpost. 1960s. 
RKM 2344 (1)

individuals — the same tendency to deal with 
 patriotic themes is evident during the fol
lowing years of independence. The produc
tion of films in Latvia, which had begun with 
great enthusiasm, became mutes during the 
 mid1920s, one of the reasons for this being 
the failure to break into the international mar
ket for films — it became clear that film making 
could not survive in a small state in the ab
sence of state support.

During the period of authoritarian rule, in 
the 1930s, filmmaking progressively came 
under state control (Film Branch of the Public 
Affairs Ministry), and films were for the first 
time seen as an important medium for state 
ideology. The film Zvejnieka dēls (The Fisher
man’s Son),1 demonstrated considerable pro
fessionalism, and attracted a huge audience; it was also shown and highly praised in 
Lithuania and Estonia. 

Radical changes in the production of films in Latvia did not take place after Soviet 
occupation in the summer of 1940 — the function of the controlling body of the al
ready centralised sector was assumed by the Cinematography Committee of the USSR 
Soviet of People’s Commissars;2 work continued on films which had been started 
 during the last years of independence, and the film Zvejnieka dēls, dubbed in Russian, 
was shown throughout the Soviet Union, where it proved to be very popular. This 
para doxical “inclusion” into a system with a different ideology, even a hostile system, 
testi fied to fact that Latvian cinema was at that time at the same average level of  cinema 
in the world — film stories were composed in a classic manner, and employed were all 
of the filming and editing methods current in the world. Later this combination of 
techniques acquired the designation of the classic film style.3 After the Second World 
War, the classic style in Latvia developed in symbiosis with the official Soviet artistic 
style — socialist realism, producing for the general public easily understandable, at
tractive films, all conveying a message saturated with official ideology.

During the Second World War, Latvia became part of a Germanoccupied Eastern 
Territory, Ostland. Riga became the centre for constituting the repertoire of cinema 
theatres and for the production of propaganda films — newsreels were produced fea
turing local topics which were added to German newsreels, as well as cultural films 
and Nazi propaganda films, including the antiSoviet and antiSemitic film Sarkanā 

1 Director Vilis Lapenieks, 1940. 
2 LNA LVA, 270. f., 1. apr., 300.
3 See, e.g.: Bordwell, D. Staiger, J., Thompson, K. The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and production 

to 1960. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 2006, 506 pp.; for more details about Latvian classical films 
see: Pērkone, I., Balčus,  Z., Surkova, A., Vītola, B. Inscenējumu realitāte: Latvijas aktierkino vēsture. Rīga: 
Mansards, 2011, 47.–275. lpp.
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migla (The Red Mist)4, which was widely shown throughout Europe. The film recounts 
events which occurred during the socalled Year of Horror — the period of Soviet rule 
in Latvia, 1940–1941. This film was produced following propaganda film precepts 
which were particularly cultivated during the 1930s in Hitler’s Germany and in Stalin’s 
Soviet Union, in that it was presented as an unemotional series of apparently objective 
facts — photographs, extracts from newsreels, written documents, statistical data — 
edited without emotional bias but with a sound track spoken by a single individual 
imbued with ideological pathos (it was no accident that the Latvian sound track was 
recorded by Artūrs Dimiters, then a popular actor in Latvia). The film was judged to 
be suitable for showing in all countries in Europe occupied by the Nazis, and, accord
ing to publicity about this film, it was dubbed into more than 20 languages.5 

It is interesting that the film The Red Mist proved to be indirectly useful during the 
Cold War. In 1955, Alberts Jekste, who after emigrating to Canada and founding there 
a company, Atlantic Films & Electronics, produced a film My Latvia, in collaboration 
with the USA Information Service;6 the film had originally an English sound track and 
it was widely shown in Western countries. The film My Latvia, in fact, contains sub
stantial extracts from the film The Red Mist, following the same sequences of images, 
with all traces expunged of antiSemitic text. 

AntiGerman feeling rose in Latvia during 1943, and, in an effort to reduce this 
sentiment the occupation authorities started a limited denationalisation process.7 A 
number of new, apparently independent enterprises were established. One of these was 
Rīgas Filma (Riga Film), which was legally separated, on 1 November 1943, from the 
entity Ostland Film GmbH, to be an independent undertaking of Latvian selfgovern
ment authorities.8 It is significant that under the direction of Voldemārs Pūce, who was 
a member of Rīgas Filma, in parallel with preparation of an international version of 
The Red Mist, and production of such timely films as Latvju sieviete strādā uzvarai 
(Latvian Women are Working for Victory), and Degbumbas un to apkarošana (Incen
diary Bombs, and How to Deal With Them), the filming of important Latvian cultural 
events and personalities was declared to be an essential task of Rīgas Filma. As noted in 
the press articles of the day, “a series of films are planned, to portray our artists and our 
scientists, their work and their immediate environment”.9 At the end of the war, the 
enterprise Rīgas Filma formed the basis for continuation of Latvian cinema in exile.

The entire Soviet period of occupation saw industrial production of films in Lat
via. Mass production, together with Soviet ideology, defined the aesthetic norms for 
these films, which largely corresponded to fundamental development trends in world 
cinema during the second half of the 20th century. The demand that realism be the 

4 Roter Nebel, Ostland film GmbH, directors Voldemārs Pūce, Konstantīns TumilisTumilovičs, 1942.
5 Forster, R. German Film Politics in the Occupied Eastern Territories. Cinema and the Swastika: The Inter-

national Expansion of Third Reich Cinema. Springer, 2007, p. 323.
6 United States Information Service, director Alberts Jekste, 1955.
7 See for example: Dekrēts par filmu lietām Austrumzemes reichskomisariātā. Rīkojumu Vēstnesis, Nr. 235, 

1943, 1. lpp.
8 Forster, R. German Film Politics in the Occupied Eastern Territories, pp. 320–322.
9 A. J. Jaunas latviešu filmas. Daugavas Vanagi, Nr. 18, 1944, 8. lpp.
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predominant style was equally actual and formally similar in Western and Soviet film 
studios. 

Creation of a filmmaking industry in Latvia during the Soviet period went through 
several phases, all of which were closely linked to the economic and political situation 
in the Soviet Union. It had been the stated intention already in 1940 to turn out 
5–6 feature films annually, however, this level was only reached at the beginning of the 
1970s; later, the annual output rose to nine feature films. Over the period from 1940 to 
approximately the mid1960s, it is correct to speak about intentions to create a film in
dustry and gradually getting ready to turn out a large number of films. The period 
from the mid1960s to approximately 1989 is characterised by a wellorganised film 
industry, followed by its abrupt dramatic crash (simultaneously with that of the entire 
Soviet economy). The principal base of operations for the film industry during the 
 Soviet period was Riga Film Studio (now renamed Riga Motion Pictures Studio), 
whose output was highly rated throughout the Soviet Union: typically its films had 
 average total audiences of 12.5 million in the Soviet Union.10 Outstanding commercial 
success was achieved by films whose total audience exceeded 30 million, for example, 
Vella kalpi (The Devil’s Servants)11 (33.6 million), Vella kalpi vella dzirnavās (The 
 Devil’s Servants in the Devil’s Mill)12 (30.5 million), Gaisma tuneļa galā (The Light at 
the End of the Tunnel)13 (30.1 million).14 

Beginning with the 1960s, documentary films became a particular trademark of 
Latvian cinema, and these gained the sobriquet, Riga style, as they were based on a 
unique visual language derived from visual metaphors; later this became known as the 
Riga School of Poetic Documentary Film. The poetic nature of the Riga style permits 
classifying Latvian documentary films into the category of European cinematic mod
ernism of the 1960s, when similar tendencies were simultaneously present in both the 
Western and Easter European cinema style. Today cinematic theory is gradually com
ing to appreciate this commonality, for example, an International Academic Confer
ence, “Documentary Cinema of the Baltic Sea Region: Social and Aesthetic Phen
omenon” was held in Riga in 2016.15 

The timeline of the Riga style coincides with the 1960s — the most scintillating 
decade of cinema modernism both in the West and in Eastern European countries. 
However, the Riga style continued to permeate documentaries in Latvia throughout 
the entire Soviet period, and it is still evident in the 21st century, having transformed 
itself from an aesthetic tradition to a cinema value treasured locally. 

With restoration of the independent Latvian state, in 1990–1991, the film system 
was effectively denationalised, with production, distribution and showing of films 

10 Lepeško, H. Pāri četrdesmit, pirms piecdesmit. Runā kinematogrāfisti. Rīga: Liesma, 1981, 17. lpp.
11 Director Aleksandrs Leimanis, 1970. 
12 Director Aleksandrs Leimanis, 1972. 
13 Director Aloizs Brenčs, 1974.
14 Дондурей, Д. Зритель 70х: драмы обыденного восприятия. Киноведческие Записки. № 11, 1991, 

с. 97–108. Statistical data are based on the results of the first 15 months of showing a film.
15 Accessible at: http://nkc.gov.lv/en/uncategorized/news/internationalacademicconferencebalticsearegion

documentarycinema/ (site last visited 05.06.2016).
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again becoming a privatelyowned business, similar to what had obtained during the 
first period of independence. It was evident though that these activities could not 
thrive if they were supported by private means only, and, therefore, it was decided to 
follow European examples, progressively to institute a system for state support for 
 cinema; this effort was consolidated through adoption in 2010 of the Film Law. State 
policy in this sector is currently implemented via the National Film Centre of Latvia16. 

One of the important sources of support for the branch in Latvia, as in all Euro
pean countries during the 21st century, have been international collaborative projects 
and financing from international foundations. For example, three film projects from 
Latvia received support in 2002 from the Media and Eurimage Council of Europe pro
grammes to the tune of 92 500 Euro, while nine film projects from Latvia received a 
total amount of 118 000 Euro in 2015; international financial support has been found 
for the distribution of foreign films in Latvia, the holding of film festivals, and other 
relevant activities.17 

During the postSoviet period, in contrast with the experience of the Republic of 
Latvia during the first decades of independence, successful cooperation by the branch 
has been established with the Baltic States and the Nordic countries — this coopera
tion has not only provided opportunities for realisation of the filmmakers’ ideas, but 
also has perceptibly expanded the borders of national cinematic art, allowing discus
sion about common thematic and style trends in the countries of the Baltic Sea littoral. 
The multifaceted experience gained through cooperation between the Baltic and Nor
dic countries has been comprehensively described in the book, Stork Flying Over Pine-
wood. Nordic – Baltic Film Cooperation. 1989–2014.18

International triumphs of films from Latvia

“Latvians have not gained any remarkable achievements in the international film 
arena,”19 thus in 1972 wrote Anšlavs Eglītis, an author and journalist, a member of the 
Hollywood Foreign Press Association since 1953;20 he had devoted a considerable part 
of his life to describing world cinema and its key players. However, the situation has 
since greatly changed, in particular, after the recovery of Latvian independence.

If we take awards earned by films from a particular state as a measure then the first 
high award to Latvian cinema was the Felix Award of the European Film Academy,21 in 
1990, which was given to Ivars Seleckis for the category of best European Documen

16 National Film Centre of Latvia. Accessible at: http://nkc.gov.lv/ and http://nkc.gov.lv/en/ (site last visited 
05.06.2016).

17 For details of projects in Latvia which have received this kind of support, see http://www.media desklatvia.
eu/atbalstasanemejilatvija/ (site last visited 05.06.2016).

18 Holst, J. E. (Ed.). Stork flying over pinewood. Nordic – Baltic Film Cooperation. 1989–2014. Oslo: Kom forlag 
as, 2014.

19 Eglītis, A. Lielais mēmais: filmu žurnālista piezīmes. Bruklina: Grāmatu Draugs, 1972, 212. lpp.
20 Ibid., 44. lpp.
21 European Film Academy, European Film Awards.
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tary Film that year, for his film Šķērsiela (The Crossroad Street).22 The director wrote 
later: “The Felix Award ceremony took place in Glasgow. The flag of independent 
 Latvia flew there (in 1990), which amazed the Scots — how had we accomplished that 
for which they had struggled for hundreds of years!” 23 

Ivars Seleckis received his award from the hands of the widow of the world famous 
documentary filmmaker Joris Ivens. Seleckis learned from her that his film had already 
won the Joris Ivens Prize at the Amsterdam International Film Festival, “but no one 
had told me about it, the film had been entered there by Moscow”.24 This situation was 
typical of the Soviet period — although films made in Latvia often were entered in in
ternational film festivals, and even the rights sold for them to be shown abroad, news 
of this seldom reached the authors of the films, or even the film studio.

Now after the recovery of Latvian independence, and with the collapse of the es
tablished traditional film distribution network, local and international festivals have 
become an important, and in some cases the only opportunity for Latvian films to 
reach their intended audience. In fact it is these festivals which allow Latvian cinema 
to be noticed in the world, with a tendency for this to happen increasing with time. 
For example, during 1999, films from Latvia were entered in 20 festivals, which were 
held in 12 countries, and earned two awards, whereas in 2014 — in 208 festivals, in 
49  countries, earning 31 awards.25 During the more than 20 years of independence, 
many awards have been received, including important ones.

One of the films which has in recent years been shown the most and received the 
greatest recognition internationally has been the harrowing documentary drama, 
Ģimenes lietas (Family Instinct)26, which among earning other awards was recognised 
as the best documentary film in the world in 2011 at the prestigious Silverdocs27 festi
val in Washington. Animated films from Latvia started to earn an international repu
tation with the puppet film Lidojam!? (Let’s Fly),28 which was awarded the Crystal Bear 
at the 1995 Berlin International Film Festival, as the best film in the children’s section 
of the Generation Competition.

In 2014, the Grand Prix of the Generation Kplus International Jury at the Berlin 
International Film Festival was won by fulllength feature film Mammu, es tevi mīlu 
(Mother, I love you),29 while in 2016 the Crystal Bear for the Best Film was awarded by 
the Youth Generation 14plus to the film Es esmu šeit (Mellow Mud)30 — which had also 
been popular with the public outside the festival and which had been praised by critics 
in several countries. For example the Hollywood Reporter described the story in the 

22 Šķērsiela, Riga Motion Pictures Studio, Director Ivars Seleckis, 1988.
23 Jēruma, I. Ivars un Maija: 100 gadi dokumentālajā kino. Rīga: Neputns, 2009, 341. lpp.
24 Ibid.
25 See: information about participation of Latvian films at festivals at: http://nkc.gov.lv/faktiunskaitli/latvijas

filmasfestivalos/ (site last visited 05.06.2016).
26 Director Andris Gauja, 2010.
27 Effective 2013 it is known as AFI Docs (American Film Institute Docs). Accessible at: http://afi.com/ afidocs/

about.aspx (site last visited 05.06.2016).
28 Animācijas Brigāde, Director Nils Skapāns, 1994.
29 Film Studio Tanka, Director Jānis Nords, 2013.
30 Director Renārs Vimba, 2016. 
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film directed by Renārs Vimba of the comingofage of a contemporary young girl as 
intimate, lyrical, and a highly artistic character study, which certainly will continue its 
successful passage through the international festival circuit. 31 

From cinema in Latvia and to the world

The most famous individual associated with the territory of Latvia who has had 
the most impact on cinematic theory and practice is the director Sergei Eisenstein, 
who was born in Rīga in 1898 — then one of the largest and most modern cities in the 
Russian Empire. Eisenstein has said that he always was and has remained a Mama’s 
Boy from Riga: “A typical boy from Riga. A boy from a good family. That was me at the 
age of 12. That is how I have remained until greying old age. At the age of  twenty 
seven, the boy from Riga became a celebrity.”32

Despite the fact that journalists in independent Latvia, during the 1920s and 
1930s, tended to describe the famous film director as the Latvian Eisenstein,33 it is to be 
admitted that Sergei Eisenstein spent his active creative years contributing to Russian 
and Soviet culture, and also that during his childhood and early years as a youth in 
Riga he lived completely disjoint from a Latvian environment (the exception being his 
nanny of Latvian origin whose task was to teach Sergei the German language). Eduard 
Tisse, Eisenstein’s cinematographer, whose ethnic antecedents are not clear, originated 
from the Latvian port city of Liepāja, started life in similar circumstances as Eisen
stein, but his close link to Russian Soviet culture is beyond doubt.

As is the case for everyone, childhood and early years as a youth for Eisenstein 
were a crucial period when his world outlook and values were formed, and, therefore, 
the time that Eisenstein lived in Riga still attracts the interest of scholars and film
makers. The first detailed study of this topic appeared in Latvian in 1970,34 discussing 
the future director’s relationship with his father, Mikhail Eisenstein, a renowned engi
neer and successful architect of the Riga Art Nouveau period, as well as the artistic 
impressions gained by Sergei during childhood, and the showing of the film Battleship 
Potemkin in the democratic Latvia during the 1920s, which gave rise to one of the 
greatest scandals of the time related to activities by the Film Censorship Board of 
 Latvia. 

At their session of 4 November 1926, the Board assessed this film to be “repulsive 
aesthetically and harmful to good upbringing”.35 It was also admitted that the film 

31 Dalton, S. Mellow Mud (Es esmu šeit): Berlin Review. Accessible at: http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/ 
review/mellowmudesesmueit865242 (site last visited 05.06.2016). 

32 Мальчик из Риги (Мальчикпай). Эйзенштейн С. М. Мемуары. В 2-x т. Москва: Музей кино, 1997, 
T. 1, c. 31–34. Accessible at: http://teatrlib.ru/Library/Eisenstein/Mem_1/#_Toc216631384 (site last visited 
05.06.2016).

33 Kroders, R. Himniska filma. Kino. Nr. 3, 1927, 3. lpp.; Nr. 17, 15. lpp.; Līgumi un citas lietas. Filma un 
Skatuve, Nr. 19, 1931, 36. lpp.

34 Dreibande, E., Trofimovs, R. Sergejs Eizenšteins. Rīga: Liesma, 1970, 150 lpp.
35 See, Filmu cenzūras kolēģijas sēdes protokols. RTMM f. 123234.
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might yet again upset the minds of members of the public who held wavering convic
tions, as it did not show the struggle against Tsarism, but only agitation by subordi
nates to rise up against their leaders, fuelling class hatred. The artistic merits of the 
film were not rated as high. The Board decided unanimously that the film was not to 
be shown publicly in Latvia.36 

This decision was reviewed a year later when the Latvian poet Rainis, a Social 
Democrat, as the Minister of Education assessed this film very positively, thus demon
strating that at least part of the intelligentsia of Latvia followed what was happening in 
world cinema, and were competent to decide such matters: “We see new roads being 
followed elsewhere to independent cinema art: for example the film Battleship Po-
temkin, which does not rely on trickery, but rather a broad and deep representation of 
historical reality, mass action, deep psychology. Portraying a historical period, modern 
and ancient with broad strokes suits cinema, it is coloured by directness more than any 
other art form. Perhaps, in future, besides written history, we may also have what can 
be seen and heard in films.”37 

In the autumn of 1927, public viewing in the cinemas of central Riga of the film by 
Eisenstein, albeit with parts deleted by censors, turned into the venue of a collision of 
political views, with the police ejecting from the hall where the film was being shown 
not only noisy students, but even members of various factions in the Latvian parlia
ment (the Saeima).38

One of the most recent studies about the years spent in Riga by Eisenstein is sum
marised in a book by the cinema scholar Vladimir Zabrodin, Eisenstein: Cinema, 
Power, Women,39 in which almost all of the surviving letters written by Sergei Eisen
stein in Riga to his mother, between 1908 and 1915, are published, together with de
tailed comments by the author of the book.40 In fact, these letters describe how the 
 future famous director grew up, allow us to reconsider the relations between Eisen
stein and his father, at the same time as providing a wonderful insight into life in a 
large city in Russia early in the 20th century and the daily life of its privileged and edu
cated members of society. 

A tremendous number of studies have been made throughout the world of the 
work and personality of Eisenstein, together with an impressive number of films. In 
Latvian cinema the period of appreciation of the work of Eisenstein began with two 
documentaries directed in 1978 by Ansis Epners, Sergejs Eizenšteins. Priekšvārds 
( Sergei Eisenstein. Prologue), and Sergejs Eizenšteins. Post Scriptum (Sergei Eisenstein. 
Postscript),41 of which the former was dedicated to childhood years spent in Riga. In 
these portrayals Ansis Epners, who among the documentary filmmakers of Latvia was 
distinguished by his interest in editing as a special aspect of film language in which it 

36 See, Filmu cenzūras kolēģijas sēdes protokols. RTMM f. 123234.
37 Dzejnieks J. Rainis par kino. Kino. Nr. 1, 1926, 3. lpp.
38 Skandāls “Bruņukuģis Potjemkins” pirmizrādē. Pēdējā Brīdī. Nr. 176, 1927, 10. lpp.
39 Забродин, В. Эйзенштейн: кино, власть и женщины. Москва: Новое литературное обозрение, 2011, 

554 с. 
40 Забродин, В. Эйзенштейн: кино, власть и женщины, c. 20–136. 
41 Both originated at Riga Motion Pictures Studio, Director Ansis Epners, 1978.
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Fig. 2. The actor Mārtiņš Počs playing the role of 
Eisenstein in the film, Escaping Riga. 2014. Publicity 
photograph. Studio Mistrus Media

takes pride of place, and who was wellknown 
to be one of the most knowledgeable persons 
about the theoretical legacy of Eisenstein 
among those active in the cinema environment 
in Latvia, made use of the attraction editing 
principles developed by Eisenstein, in this way 
consciously invoking in the viewer associations 
with images seen by the director during his 
childhood, thus pointing to the decisive in
fluence exerted by Riga in the biography of 
 Eisenstein. 

In the quasidocumentary historical film 
dramatization, Escaping Riga42 (2014), the 
direc tor Dāvis Sīmanis advances the hypo
thesis that it was in severing their roots con
necting them to their childhood surroundings, 

leaving multicultural yet provincial Riga that helped Sergei Eisenstein (and also the 
other hero of this film — the philosopher Isaiah Berlin) to become globally recognised 
perso nalities.  

A different original continuation of the special local attention paid to the work of 
Eisenstein is the film Ausma (Dawn)43 directed by Laila Pakalniņa, who today is the 
most internationally wellknown filmmaker in Latvia; this film is based on a scenario 
written by Alexander Rzheshevsky, Bezhin Meadow (Бежин луг, 1935),44 for use in 
1935–1937 by Sergei Eisenstein in filming at the Mosfilm Studio. Production was a 
complicated process and the tragic fate of the film stock has been widely described:45 
with all raw footage, together with the partially edited result destroyed on the orders of 
Soviet cinema administrators. Some insight into the aesthetics of the film may be 
gained from a short photofilm produced in the 1960s by assembling surviving frag
ments of episodes from the film. Naum Kleiman, one of the authors of this film, who 
has studied Eisenstein extensively, insists that this was not a reconstruction of the film 
which was destroyed, rather it was rehabilitation of the film, which in the 1930s had 
been described as an artistic failure, and its restoration in its historical context, 
demonstrating the impressive visual and archetypal nature of the images of this film.46 

The film Bezhin Meadow had another, albeit indirect link with Latvia, although in 
this regard further study is indicated, since the following has not been substantiated 
by any written evidence. Vilis Bergmanis, who was a wellknown actor in Latvia in 

42 Dalton, S. Escaping Riga: Riga Review. Accessible at: http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/review/escaping
rigarigareview760418 (site last visited 05.06.2016).

43 Kompānija Hargla, a coproduction of Latvia, Poland, and Estonia, Director Laila Pakalniņa, 2015.
44 Ржешевский, А. Г. Жизнь. Кино. Москва: Искусство, 1982, c. 215–298. 
45 See for example: Забродин, В. Эйзенштейн: кино, власть и женщины, c. 255–317; Клейман, Н. 

Эйзенштейн, “Бежин луг”: культурномифологические аспекты. Киноведческие Записки, № 41, 1999, 
c. 84–105.

46 Ibid., c. 84.
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the early 20th century, and director of the Drama Theatre (now known as the Latvian 
National Theatre), had lived in Soviet Russia during the interwar years, and accord
ing to him, played in Russian silent films, working during the 1930s in the Lenfilm 
Studio. Bergmanis has written: “Around the mid1930s, Eisenstein worked on the film 
Bezhin Meadow about Pavlik Morozov, which was filmed with symbolic expressive
ness. The famous director was unlucky with the directors of the film studio. From 
persons in cinema circles he heard about a certain Bergmanis from Riga, who was 
working in Leningrad, and Eisenstein, as someone from Riga, asked that this person 
be transferred to his team. Thus, I moved again from Leningrad to Moscow. This film 
aroused great interest, as was the case with all films directed by Eisenstein, even 
 foreigners came to witness ongoing events, and special seats had to be built for them. 
However the film was not appreciated then (the photo montage of it can be seen 
today), and its manner of expression was complicated, the audience was unprepared 
for this. Filming was halted, and Eisenstein and myself both had to travel to various 
film studios to instruct them on how not to work [emphasis by V. B.]. This was, of 
course, grossly incorrect, heartless, and I started to pity Eisenstein. I did everything to 
cheer up the great artist. This attitude by the authorities did not last long. Eisenstein 
was allowed to take a rest and after that he returned to work. This incident also af
fected me and having become disappointed in art films, I began to work on documen
tary films.”47

The film Ausma by Laila Pakalniņa may be considered to be a revitalised version 
of the film Bezhin Meadow by Alexander Rzheshevskii and Sergei Eisenstein: at the 
same time it recounts the myth and crosssections it, stressing ever present conflicts 
arising from human nature. The tragic story from collectivisation in which Alexander 
Rzheshevskii synthesised the classical Russian prose atmosphere of Ivan Turgenev and 
the morally ambivalent, artificially created Soviet myth about the Young Pioneer  Pavlik 
Morozov (in Eisenstein’s film he was Stepok, in that of Laila Pakalnina — Jančuks), 
who, in order to save his kolkhoz from being burned down, betrays his father to the 
authorities; in the film by Pakalnina the story has come to life in another place and 
time, in the kolkhoz “Ausma”, during the period of rule by Nikita Khrushchev, the 
“Thaw” period, when the name of Stalin was no longer mentioned, his portraits taken 
down, and maize was sown in the fields of Latvia, and at least part of society believed 
in a radiant future — a classless society and communism.

Laila Pakalniņa stylised in her film both the iconography of Socialist realism, as 
well as included excerpts from Eisenstein’s films — not only from Bezhin Meadow, but 
also from the Battleship Potemkin, The Old and the New, Viva Mexico, etc. The aesthe
tics of Pakalniņa and Eisenstein are united through use of untypical and paradoxical 
filming angles, in particular in closeups of faces, as well as the combination of several 
contradictory elements, internal dynamic of images, the density of miseenscène, etc. 

An increase in interest is evident in the early 21st century, simultaneously in Fin
land and in Latvia, about the Finnish film director Teuvo Tulio (real name, Teodors 
Tugajs), of Latvian origin, whose visually intense melodramas, full of heightened 

47 Bergmanis, V. Bezgala skaists tomēr... Literatūra un Māksla. Nr. 13, 1970, 16. lpp.
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 passion were during the 1930s and 1940s the exception in the traditionally restrained 
aesthetics of Scandinavian films.48 It is interesting that in the digital film journal, Note-
book, Tulio’s style is described as that of Eisenstein, with expressionistic montages of 
the shining faces of the proletariat intercut with kittens, crucifixes, or halfsmoked 
cigarettes, but he adores Hollywood, mimicking in his own overenthusiastic way, 
Cukor, Lubitsch and Von Sternberg.49

Much as we would like, for example, to associate typical scenes from films by 
Tulio, such as love scenes in hay stacks with a Latvian identity, this remains only one 
interpretation. In his accounts of his early childhood spent in rural Latvia these are in
deed intensely described, yet he has written that: “I have not found it necessary to 
clarify the origin of my family, as, in my opinion, they have no bearing on my work in 
the film branch”.50

It is possible that the same might be true for those who left Latvia who have con
tributed substantially to cinematic art in Germany, in particular during the period of 
silent films.51 Jānis Gūters, who had pursued an active career in Latvia during the early 
20th century, but who was forced to emigrate after the 1905 revolution due to his politi
cal convictions, directed, as Johannes Guter, around 80 films in Germany during the 
period 1917–1944, only some of which have survived.52 The film, Der Turm des Schwei-
gens (The Tower of Silence) by Guter,53 was one of the visually richest and, in terms of 
narrative, the most complicated example of films from the German expressionist pe
riod; the reconstructed version of this film was shown in 2007 at the Berlin Inter
national Film Festival. 

Viktors Jansons (as Victor Janson) worked briefly in Germany as a director, but 
more as an actor. One of his best acting performances was in the silent film master
piece, the comedy Die Austernprinzessin (The Oyster Princess),54 where he played the 
role of a grotesque American millionaire. The roles played by the actress Marija Leiko 
corresponded to the German expressionist alienated and conditioned style of cinema, 
for example, in the film Torgus.55 Lya Mara, who was born in Riga, became during the 
1920s a very popular actress in German mainstream films. Despite, for example, both 
Guter and Leiko maintaining close links with the land of their birth throughout the 
1920s and 1930s, these ethnic roots were not evident in films produced in Germany, 
and, in fact, these artists integrated fully into the cultural trends in their country of 

48 Fedja. Teodors. Tulio. Kinorežisora Teuvo Tulio dzīve un filmas. Rīga: Mansards, 2013, 216 lpp.; See also: 
Tulio, T. Levottoman veren antologia. Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura, 2002, 365 pp.

49 See: The Strange Loves of Teuvo Tulio, Notebook, 2009. 27.02. Accessible at: https://mubi.com/notebook /
posts/thestrangelovesofteuvotulio (site last visited 05.06.2016).

50 Fedja. Teodors. Tulio. Kinorežisora Teuvo Tulio dzīve un filmas, 41. lpp.
51 Regrettably this issue has been barely investigated, one of the few overviews of Latvians working in German 

cinema is found in the book: Zeltiņa, G., Uzulniece, A. Marija Leiko. Rīga: Liesma, 1989.
52 The filmography of Johannes Guter is accessible at: www.filmportal.de: http://www.filmportal.de/person/ 

johannesguter_677ab4ce804f4aab8bfed7ccbc6d84fd (site last visited 05.06.2016).
53 Germany, director Johannes Guter, 1924. For details about this film see, for example, Elsaesser, T. Weimar 

Cinema and After: Germany`s Historical Imaginary. London; New York: Routledge, 2004, p. 87.
54 Germany, Director Ernst Lubitsch, 1919.
55 Germany, Director Hans Kobe, 1920.
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Fig. 3. The actor Ivar Kants in the film Silver City. RKM 
2326 (1)

residence. This is also a feature characteristic 
of young Latvians who were born abroad after 
the Second World War, and who sought to 
pursue an acting career in Western films — 
their ethnicity was unimportant whereas 
strong ties with their mother tongue and cul
tural heritage might well hinder them. One of 
the rare exceptions was Ivars Kants, born in 
1949 in Australia of Latvian émigré parents, 
who pursued a successful career as an actor in 
the theatre, cinema, and TV.56 

The film Silver City57, the story of the dire 
situation and fate of a Polish postwar émigré 
at the end of the 1940s, was highly acclaimed 
in Australia. Ivars Kants was able to reflect his 
own experience, and that of his parents and their generation, in playing one of the 
leading roles in this film, that of Julian. Ivars Kants is practically the only foreignborn 
Latvian actor who has, in the fullest sense, played a role in the cinema of independent 
Latvia. He played a very complex double role in the film Būris (The Cage)58 — that of 
Edmunds Bērzs and Brother — one steeped in religious sentiments (hatred between 
brothers, purgatory, resurrection, etc.), and the dominating influence of the dramatic 
political past of Latvia (for example, deportation to Siberia) on the character and mu
tual interaction of individuals. 

Most of the Latvians living abroad who are mentioned in this article were there for 
political reasons, or because their parents emigrated from Latvia. Signe Baumane, a 
director, artist and producer of animation films is an exception to this — she is a well
known and internationally esteemed personality, an independent animator, a member 
since 2005 of the US Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences.  Baumane as a 
 director has a unique artistic style and the courage to deal with difficult subjects rarely 
mentioned in art, for example women’s sexuality.59 With regard to the issue of refugees, 
a controversial topic in Europe, Signe Baumane considers that her situation was differ
ent, since she moved to New York City in 1995 because she wanted to maximise her 
artistic potential: “I did not have many opportunities in Latvia during the mid1990s, 
there was little financing for film projects, and my proposals were unsuccessful in at
tracting support. I had not intended to remain in New York for a long time, but it 
turns out that realising one’s potential is a lifelong process.”60 

56 For the filmography of Ivar Kants see, http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0437997/?ref_=tt_ov_st (site last 
visited 05.06.2016).

57 Australia, Director Sophia Turkiewicz, 1984.
58 Latvia, Director Ansis Epners, 1993. The film is based on a novel by Alberts Bels with the same title.
59 For the biography of Signe Baumane and information about her films see: http://www.signebaumane.com/ 

(site last visited 06.06.2016).
60 Lūse, P., Bēglim ir tikai viens jautājums. Accessible at: http://www.arterritory.com/lv/teksti/raksti/ 

4977beglim_ir_tikai_viens_jautajums (site last visited 06.06.2016).
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Fig. 4. Scene from the film by Signe Baumane Rocks 
in My Pockets. Publicity photograph. National Film 
Centre

By the early 1990s, Signe Baumane had 
produced in Latvia a number of independent 
animation films, but in New York she first 
worked in the group led by Bill Plympton, a 
wellknown director of animation movies, and 
was able only gradually to begin independent 
production of animation short films, attracting 
financial support from various sources in the 
USA, Latvia, Italy, and elsewhere; thus, the link 
of her films to any particular country is no 
longer uniquely identifiable. Her original films, 
Mīlas stāsts (Love Story), Sieviete (Woman), 
Dzemdības (Childbirth)61 etc. have been noted 
at festivals and received awards, in particular 

her film produced in 2007, Teat Beat of Sex — a film full of humour and short stories 
about women’s sexual desires told in a direct manner, illustrated with witty drawings; 
the verbal message of her films is no less important, an elaborate refined literary text, 
which Baumane herself reads out in both the Latvian and English versions of her films. 
This approach stresses the personal nature of her films. 

The high point of the cinema autobiography of Baumane is her fulllength anima
tion film Akmeņi manās kabatās (Rocks in My Pockets),62 which was described as a 
funny film about depression, and which expresses not only the struggle of the director 
of the film with depression throughout most of her life, but also the familial and even 
historical causes of this mental state. 

Herz Frank, who had been one of the most distinguished directors of documenta
ries in Soviet Latvia during the 1960s, and who was renowned internationally, de
parted from Latvia to Israel in the 1990s for reasons other than those already described 
in this paper. The director of the film, Herz Frank, part of the cycle, A Century of 
 Cinema in Latvia63 recounts that when in the 1970s a substantial number of Jews emi
grated from the USSR to Israel, including family members, he remained, since he was 
able to remain active professionally: “My real homeland was documentary cinema”.64 
However, in the 1990s, Frank, at the age of 68, sensed that the history of his people was 
becoming ever more important to him: “I left for Israel as a Jew, not as a director of 
documentaries — this needs to be understood”.65

However, the final stage in his life turned out to be very productive for Frank, also 
in terms of documentaries. His home was in Jerusalem, but he worked around the 
world — the director engaged in an active lecture circuit and organised Master Classes 
at Film Schools, took part in festivals as member of the jury and as a distinguished 
guest, granted interviews and wrote articles himself, and, what is most important, 

61 Love Story, 1998; Woman, 2002; Birth, 2009. 
62 Director S. Baumane, 2014.
63 Director Dzintra Geka, 1995.
64 Text taken from the film.
65 Ibid.
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Fig. 5. Herz Frank in Riga, 2011. RKM HF096

 continued to produce films. The fulllength 
documentary Flashback,66 finished in 2002, 
which the director dedicated to all cinemato
graphers, with whom he had ever worked, may 
be seen as the distillation of the essence of the 
creative life of Frank. In this film, the director 
presents a penetrating analysis of himself, dis
cussing what it means to be a documentary 
filmmaker, how this influences the life of his 
own life and that of his subjects, and what re
sponsibility films must assume for the destiny 
of indivi duals. 

The last film by Herz Frank turned out to 
be Beyond the Fear,67 codirected with Maria 
Kravchenko which was finished and first screened after his death, it was highly ac
claimed by professionals in the branch, and also by audiences, as well as provoking 
scandals, including attempts to forbid its showing in Israel.68 The film Beyond the 
Fear — which related the story of the assassin of the Prime Minister of Israel and a 
woman who fell in love with the killer — was consistent with past dramatic episodes in 
the life of Herz Frank. He had already stated in the film Flashback that: “I have never 
supported the philosophy that an individual needs to encounter extreme situations in 
order to become fully aware of himself, for example, to face death. However, now when 
I look back, I understand that my films were just about such situations”.69

With a film camera in the world

Jānis (John) Doreds, a cinematographer and newsreel reporter with 50 years of 
experience, has been one of the most influential persons in the world context of films 
about Latvians. Without running the risk of exaggeration we can state that Doreds, 
who was present with a film camera from the beginning of the First World War to the 
end of the Second Word War, witnessed all of the deciding events of the 20th century. 
In the Introduction, written by his widow Elisabeth Dored, a Norwegian painter and 
author, to the book (in Latvian), My World is Round: the escapades and life experience 
of the Latvian film reporter Jānis Doreds70, she asserts that anyone who wishes to de
scribe the life led by a filmmaker, needs to cross national borders, to ignore national 

66 Flashback, EFEF, Kaupo Filma, Director Herz Frank, 2002.
67 Ego Media, Directors Herz Frank, Maria Kravchenko, 2014.
68 Продюсер фильма Герца Франка “На пороге страха”: “Главное то, что ленту увидят в Израиле”. 

Accessible at: http://ru.focus.lv/kultura/kino/prodyuserfilmagercafrankanaporogestrahaglavnoechto
lentuuvidyatvizraile (site last visited 06.06.2016).

69 Text taken from the film.
70 Doreda, E. Zeme man ir apaļa: filmu reportiera latvieša Jāņa Doreda dēkas un piedzīvojumi. Rīga: Zinātne, 

1993, 306. lpp.
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Fig. 6. Jānis Doreds. 1940s. RKM 
2199

barriers, needs to appreciate the global political situation, and 
they need to be personally familiar with the difficult and fantas
tic directness with which such a reporter has to deal. Elisabeth 
Dored sums this up as: “this is a modern Odyssey — the story 
about the work of a film reporter”.71

As most Latvians of the 19th century, Jānis Doreds was the 
son of a farmer, brought up in a rural environment, but the po
litical situation that obtained on the territory of Latvia deter
mined that even the sons of farmers often knew three lan
guages  — Russian and German, in addition to their mother 
tongue Latvian. Therefore, Doreds found work as a teenager in a 
photo firm in Moscow, but after the 1905 Revolution he gradu
ally learned French and English, and left for France to work there 
at Pathé Frères as a translator. In parallel with his work duties, 
Doreds learned everything that he could about film production, 
starting with work in the laboratory, to filming itself. The first 
few film episodes that he took date from 1909 in the USA. One 

of the movies, The Sergeant,72 conceived and filmed by Doreds in 1910 on behalf of the 
company Selig Polyscope has survived and has been restored.

In 1911, Doreds returned to Moscow, where he established his own film labora
tory, but later worked as a cinematographer at a Russian State institution — the Sko
belev Committee. His longest work engagement (1927–1950) was as a newsreel re
porter with the US film company Paramount. Doreds did not lose contact with his 
roots in Latvia — his film and photography company Standard was active in Riga, and 
he also produced, from time to time, films about nationally important topics, for 
 example his 1924 documentary Vēsturisko Ziemassvētku kauju vietas Tīreļa purvos 
(The Sites in Tīreļu Marsh of the Historic Christmas Battles).73

The topic of the global adventures of Jānis Doreds during the 1920s–1930s was 
beloved of the press in Latvia.74 In 1924, newspapers reported a few details about the 
arrest in Moscow of Dored after he had filmed Lenin’s funeral: the cinematographer 
was imprisoned from the end of January to early March and his release was secured by 
a request from the Embassy of Latvia in Moscow.75 In 1931, newspaper readers could 
follow the adventures of the reporter as he filmed the voyage of the submarine Nauti-
lus to the North Pole,76 while in 1934 reports appeared in the press of Latvia about the 
arrest of Dored and his sentence to death for filming the February conflicts in Vienna, 

71 Doreda, E. Zeme man ir apaļa: filmu reportiera latvieša Jāņa Doreda dēkas un piedzīvojumi, 5–6. lpp.
72 USA, Director Frank Boggs, 1910. Accessible at: https://centuryfilmproject.wordpress.com/ tag/johndored/ 

(site last visited 06.06.2016).
73 Izrīkojumi un izpriecas. Latvijas Sargs. Nr. 7, 1924, 3. lpp.
74 For more information see: www.periodika.lv
75 Ielaiž kā ciemiņus, patur kā cietumniekus. Jaunais Zemgalietis. Nr. 38, 1924, 5. lpp.; Jauks pārpratums. Latvis. 

Nr. 742, 1924, 1. lpp.
76 See for example: Atpūta, Nr. 336, 1931, 19. lpp.; Nr. 356, 18. lpp.; Nr. 363, 16. lpp.; Nr. 364, 16. lpp.; Pēdējā 

Brīdī. Nr. 186, 1931, 1. lpp., etc. 
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Fig. 7. Juris Podnieks. Rīga, 1980s. 
RKM 17742

or the socalled Austrian Civil War, Die Österreichischer 
Bürger krieg.77 When the USSR occupied the Baltic States in 
1940, Doreds was abroad, filming the tragic spread of war in 
Europe. The cinematographer in fact became a person without 
citizenship, since he harboured no illusions about the Soviet 
regime. News that he received from Latvia confirmed his view 
that it was impossible for him to cooperate with this regime: 
“I received a letter four pages long, which had been smuggled 
out of Latvia. It listed my family members and friends who had 
been shot, had disappeared, or had been deported. A death 
notice that was four pages in length”.78 It is important to recall 
that at the beginning of the 1940s Doreds mentioned the fate 
of his country in one Paramount News newsreel stating that: 
“My country —Latvia has been swallowed by the large bear”.79

Doreds continued to work with Paramount as a war cor
respondent, travelling with the American army, and filming 
refugee camps in Europe during the postwar years. Doreds 
was still active and hard at work even at the age of 70, until his 
Odyssey as a cinematographer was brought to an end by a fatal 
illness. According to his own memoirs the last subject he 
filmed was symbolic: “As I recall it was six years after the end of the war when I filmed 
forty blind refugees who were allowed to move from Germany to Norway. (…) As
tonishingly this film of blind people was the last that I shot during my long working 
career. After all of the images that I fixed about the enthusiasm that people show in 
destruction, in cruelty during wars and revolutions, I am glad that in my last work I 
was able to show the charity which we as modern people need to demonstrate more 
than anything else. The charity of Christ...”80

The cinematographer and director Juris Podnieks, in terms of the range of his 
filmed subjects can be said to be the most evident successor to Jānis Doreds. Juris 
 Podnieks who was born, raised and worked over most of his life in the closed Soviet 
cinema system gained global visibility with his documentary film, Vai viegli būt jau-
nam? (Is it easy to be young?),81 which practically became a manifesto of the Soviet 
pere stroika period. Birgit Beumers, a film scholar, has written that, “The film did noth
ing outstanding by today’s or Western standards, but for the Soviet Union of 1986 this 
was an outrageously open statement about generation that felt superfluous to  society 
and saw no meaning in their lives”.82 

77 See: Dienas Lapa. Nr. 51, 1934, 11. lpp.; Nr. 53, 5. lpp.; Nr. 57, 8. lpp.; Strādnieku Avīze. Nr. 40, 1934, 2. lpp.; 
Atpūta. Nr. 486, 1934, 20. lpp.

78 Doreda, E. Zeme man ir apaļa, 247. lpp.
79 This documentary and other newsreels produced by Dored can be seen in the documentary, Džona Doreda 

sala (John Dored’s Island), Latvia, Director Dzintra Geka, 2007.
80 Doreda, E. Zeme man ir apaļa, 293. lpp.
81 Riga Motion Pictures Studio, Director Juris Podnieks, 1986.
82 Beumers, B. A History of Russian Cinema. New York: Oxford, 2009, pp. 199–200. 
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Podnieks became one of the first Soviet filmmakers to be granted official permis
sion to collaborate with the West. Juris Podnieks worked from 1987 to 1991 for Cen
tral Independent Television (UK), and, together with his team from Riga Motion Pic
tures Studio, he was present at and filmed practically all important political or public 
events, independent of where this took place on the vast territory of the USSR, in this 
way creating an unprecedented record of the end of a powerful empire. His filmed 
material was collated in five fulllength documentary films with the serial title Soviets 
(Mēs),83 which was awarded in 1990 the PRIX Italia for television in Europe, and the 
Royal Television Society Award in 1991, as well as other distinguished awards. 

In the UK, Channel 4 organised, one year after his tragic death (1992), an exten
sive showing of films in honour of, and inspired by, the films of Juris Podnieks; he was 
described as a filmmaker’s filmmaker: brave, tireless, and also exceptionally  talented.84 

Maruta Zane Vītols, a researcher in the USA, has made an enduring investment 
in the study of the works of Juris Podnieks in an international context, in that in 2008 
she defended a PhD thesis at the Ohio State University, From the Personal to the 
 Public: Juris Podnieks and Latvian Documentary Cinema.85 

In contrast to Doreds who was a newsreel reporter all of his working life, and 
who, in conformity with the understanding of how this work proceeded during the 
first half of the 20th century, sought to produce objective, practical film documents, 
Juris Podnieks continued to follow the Riga Style which had been created during the 
1960s, which for documentary films required a poetic approach, rich in metaphors, 
generalising and synthesising symbols from facts captured on film. In the case of 
Juris Podnieks his poetic language did not hide his presence at events, nor his in
tensely personal view and opinion about these. As Herz Frank wrote after the death 
of Podnieks: “Juris was not a dispassionate observer, a dry analyst, but a person with 
feelings for whom the sense of it all, the emotions, the general atmosphere were all 
important. He described to me how he had filmed the visit by Gorbachev to Lon
don — one episode in the film Mēs. (…) A lot had already been filmed, but I sensed 
that something was lacking. And suddenly, an unexpected scene: Gorbachev’s face is 
resolute, tense, then it is partially obscured by a round opened umbrella — and 
 Gorbachev’s face again appears, now smiling. Two face shots in a single scene! And 
Juris realised — that’s it! He was able to identify such picturesque moments in docu
menting reality.”86 

The director and cinematographer Andris Slapiņš (who filmed many of Podnieks 
documentaries) started international cooperation in the film branch almost at the 

83 Initially the title was, Hello, Do You Hear Us?, Central Independent Television, 1991.
84 Accessible at: http://www.independent.co.uk/artsentertainment/artssomethingforeveryonejuris

podniekswasthefilmmakersfilmmakerbravetirelessdrivenbytheurgetobearwitnesstothe
inhumanityofthesovietsystemachannel4seasonofhisworkshowsthathewasalsoextremely
gifted1491369.html (site last visited 10.06. 2016).

85 The dissertation by M. Z. Vitols is accessible at: https://etd.ohiolink.edu/!etd.send_file?accession=osu 
1210796660&disposition=inline (site last visited 10.06.2016)

86 Triju zvaigžņu atspīdumi: atmiņas par Andri Slapiņu, Gvido Zvaigzni, Juri Podnieku. Rīga: Teātra anekdotes, 
1994, 346. lpp.
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Fig. 8. Vilis Lapenieks Jr. 1940s. 
Photograph from the RKM 
collection

same time as Juris Podnieks, in producing film, In Memory,87 a 
cooperative project between Latvia, then still a Soviet republic, 
and Great Britain, which looked for points of intersection be
tween the traditions and folklore of the peoples of Great Britain 
and of the Baltic peoples. It is a noteworthy fact that, in the same 
way as many Soviet documentary filmmakers, Andris Slapiņš, 
was already essentially a global artist, as he had shot films not 
only in Latvia, but over a vast territory that was open to him, all 
the way to Siberia and Chukotka. 

Vilis Lapenieks Jr. can be considered to have been a world 
class cinematographer, alongside Jānis Doreds and Juris Pod
nieks. His father, the director Vilis Lapenieks, who had started his 
cinematic career during the 1930s in independent Latvia, had 
emigrated, together with his family to the USA from Latvia, after 
the Second World War, where he had also hoped to enter Holly
wood, a dream that for him came true only in part. A few inte
resting details have survived about the work of Lapenieks Sr. in 
Hollywood, for example in the production of the film, Beau 
James,88 in the scene where the hero of this film, Jimmy Walker, 
candidate for the Mayor of New York (played by the actor Bob Hope) arrives in the 
New York Latvian Club, and listening to what for him is a completely foreign language, 
tries to guess what people might be present at the club. This “Latvian scene” in fact was 
directed by Vilis Lapenieks, who himself is seen in it as the Ambassador of Latvia, and 
speaking in Latvian.89

In his memoirs Lapenieks recalls that: “Several years ago when junior wanted to 
begin his studies at the Film Faculty of USC,90 I tried to persuade him not to be fool
hardy. I said that his chances of gaining a place and reputation in Hollywood were no 
more than one in a thousand. Junior calmly replied, “You are right, but what is the 
reason why I will not be the one in a thousand.” The unbelievable happened. He was 
that one in a thousand who pulled ahead of the others.”91

It might seem that the father writing about his son has exaggerated, but, in reality, 
when referring to the cinematographer Vilis Lapenieks, American movie professionals 
use very laudatory terms, including legendary.92 The famous American producer David 
L. Wolper, who has had the most extensive experience working with Lapenieks Jr. has 
said the following about the cinematographer: “He could not be surpassed as a 
camera man. When filming, he looked with his right eye through the eyepiece of the 

87 Cerību lauki/ In Memory/ Поля надежд, Riga Motion Pictures Studio, The British University Cinema and 
Video Programme, Director Andris Slapiņš, 1988.

88 USA, Director Melville Shavelson, 1957.
89 Lapenieks, V. Dullā Daukas piezīmes. Grand Haven (Michigan): Gauja, 1977, 342.–344. lpp.
90 USC School of Cinematic Arts. 
91 Lapenieks, V. Dullā Daukas piezīmes, 355. lpp.
92 For details see: http://www.documentary.org/feature/backstoryyoungidaandherradicalroots (site last 

visited 10.06.2016).
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camera, but with his left eye he was always looking around himself. He was in the right 
place at the right time — always.”93

It appears that Vilis Lapenieks Jr. is the only individual of Latvian extraction who 
took films for a living who was able to lead such a stable career in the Hollywood com
mercial movie business, without, furthermore, limiting himself to a particular type or 
genre of movies. In terms of official recognition he might only have been surpassed by 
the composer Lolita Ritmane (Ritmanis) who has been nominated many times for the 
US Emmy award, which she received in 2001 for the animation serial Batman Beyond. 

Just as Juris Podnieks, Vilis Lapenieks also lived a short life of 55 years, but his 
filmo graphy includes more than 60 works: fulllength and short movies alike, docu
mentaries, TV series and shows.94 Movies and shows filmed by Lapenieks have been 
nominated for various awards, but his greatest official success is being one of the cine
matographers associated with the film, The Hellstrom Chronicle95, which was given an 
Oscar; it is a fascinating film with a mix of documentary, horror and science fiction 
 elements, with a story line of this full length feature film about insects and their con
tact with human civilisation. 

The wife of Vilis Lapenieks Jr., Brigita Lapeniece (known in the USA as Niki La
penieks) has substantially contributed to documentary films — she was one of the 
cofounders of the prestigious IDA organisation (International Documentary Associa
tion) and a longstanding member of the Board Member of the IDA.96 

It is interesting that Juris Podnieks was recognised twice by the IDA with awards 
for the films, Is it Easy to be Young? (1987), and for Hello, Do You Hear Us? Red Hot 
(1990).97

We shall mention only a few of the several filmmakers of Latvian origin who have 
not forgotten their origins, occasionally insisting on their Latvian identity, who have at 
the same time contributed to cinema development in the countries of their residence, 
artistically, in terms of content or technically. Valfrīds Lēmanis began his career as a 
cinematographer in independent Latvia, in exile he actively filmed Latvian cultural 
figures and events, at the same time as working as a cinematographer with West 
 German TV, whose “membership card as a worker at German television bore the 
number 1”.98 

The cinematographer and producer Viktors Petrašēvics, worked in New York, 
and Viktors Hausmanis has written about him: “Viktors often emphasised the fact that 
his home was in New York, but that he had only one homeland — Latvia. (…) Many 
years had to pass before I came to appreciate how much Viktors had achieved in the 

93 Izcilā filmētāja Viļa Mārtiņa Lapenieka astoņdesmitā dzimšanas diena. Laiks, 09.11.2011. Accessible at: 
http://www.laiks.us/kulturasnotikumi/izcilafilmetajavilamartinalapeniekaastondesmitadzimsanas
diena?gads=2011 (site last visited 10.06.2016).

94 The filmography of Vilis Lapenieks jr. is accessible at: http://www.davidlwolper.com/shows/CreditList.
cfm?nameID=2376 (site last visited 10.06.2016).

95 The Hellstrom Chronicle, USA, Walon Green, 1971.
96 See her obituary at the IDA home page for August 2012, accessible at: http://www.documentary.org/ feature/

nikilapenieksfoundingidamemberdies (site last visited 10.06.2016).
97 See: http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0688038/awards?ref_=nm_awd (site last visited 10.06.2016)
98 RKM f. 2572 (3).
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film branch — he had made twelve fiction films, several documentaries and films for 
television. And all of this in America — in the Great Power of movies, where it is diffi
cult to break through the tough competitive layer. Viktors was able to do so. When 
during the 1980s I met Viktors, he also owned a company that sold and rented out film 
editing equipment”.99

The film technician and cinematographer Leo Ozols who lived first in Venezuela 
and later in Canada established a film production company in Venezuela which be
came popular by showing films of various exotic places, whereas in Canada he worked 
at the national broadcasting company, the Canadian Broadcast Corporation, as well as 
patenting his invention, a new form of filming and then demonstrating movies, Vibra-
vision. Regrettably, premature death robbed Ozols of the opportunity to realise the 
possibilities inherent in the new technology.100 

A number of active filmmakers, adventurers, also persons who preserved for pos
terity important events included Ilgars Linde, a Swedish TV reporter, cinemato
grapher and producer, the photographer and underwater researcher Juris (George) 
Benjamiņš, as well as one of the still rare female members of the National Film Board 
of Canada, the director and cinematographer Rita Zoe Dirse, who produced full
length scripted films, as well as filming documentaries in various hot spots around the 
world from the Baltic to as far as India.101

Latvian actors in Soviet films

The documentary Friči un blondīnes (Fritz and Blondes)102, a Latvian–Estonian 
coproduction from 2008 through the irony of its title already expresses the range of 
roles played by Baltic actors in films produced in the other Soviet republics. If there 
was a need for portraying a Nazi in a film about the war, and these were an important 
staple of the Soviet realism genre, then a Baltic actor would be hired, while Lithuanian, 
Estonian, and Latvian actresses would often portray a femme fatale. Aleksandr 
Shpagin, a scholar of Soviet film insists that the main reason why Baltic actors were 
cast in war films was not their corresponding to stereotypical images of Germans (tall, 
fair hair, blue eyes) but the fact that they were different, reflecting the popular view of 
the Baltic being part of the West, despite their integration into the USSR.103 Aleksandr 
Shpagin considers the actor Uldis Lieldidžs, to hold the curious record of the number 

99 Hausmanis, V. Viktors. Brīvā Latvija, Nr. 25, 2004, 10. lpp.
100 Miris filmu režisors Leo Ozols. Laiks, Nr. 4, 1975, 5. lpp.
101 See for example, Zoe Dirse: Through the Looking Glass. CSC News, Volume 24, No 10, June 2005. Accessible 

at: http://www.csc.ca/publications/2005/200506/IssueWeb200506.pdf (site last visited 10.06.2016).
102 Fritsud ja blondiinid, Estonia, Latvia, Director Arbo Tammiksaar, 2008.
103 Cited from: Архангельский, A. Товарищи фашисты. Accessible at: http://www.kommersant.ru/

doc/1241 455 (site last visited 10.06.2016) «Главное качество этих персонажей была тотальная хо
лодность, — говорит Шпагин. — Они были все как аршин проглотившие и совершенно ледяные. 
При балтийский актер нужен был именно для того, что бы подчеркнуть чужеродность “фашистов”, 
еще больше их отчуждить, отстранить. (...) Прибалтов звали в кино, чтобы подчеркнуть несоветское 
происхождение героя».
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of times cast as a fascist, but if we look in detail at his roles in films produced in Russia 
and other Soviet republics,104 we note that his roles cover a range of nationalities and 
eras. The same can be said for Pauls Butkēvičs,105 who was one of the mostfilmed and 
popular actors outside Latvia, who was awarded in 1990 the title of Meritorious Artist 
of the RSFSR.106 

Individual Latvian actors became true Soviet film stars for their roles in films not 
only as Latvians or Germans, but positive heroes of different nationalities, romantic 
heroes, also in brilliant character roles and historical persons, for example, Ģirts 
 Jakovļevs played the part of Johann Strauss in the film, Farewell from Petersburg,107 
Kārlis Sebris, as Alexander Dumas in the film, Dumas in the Caucasus,108 while Ivars 
Kalniņš was cast as a foreigner, a dream man in the hit Soviet film, Winter Cherries. 109 

This process began with Dzidra Ritenberga cast in the leading role in the movie, 
Malva,110 filmed in Ukraine for which the actress received the Volpi Cup at the XVIII 
Venice International Film Festival in 1957 for Best Actress, which possibly is the high
est recognition accorded by the world film community to a Latvian actor. 

The character she portrayed — a free, independent, sensuous woman — was called 
the first sex symbol of Soviet film, and marked a turning point in Soviet culture away 
from the monumental totalitarian Stalinist style to a more human style in art of the 
“Thaw” period. In her memoirs Dzidra Ritenberga wrote: “Malva came to me at once, 
as soon as I allowed her to take me over: rough, her face windblown, wearing a faded 
cotton dress. (…) She was not overtly loud, rather quiet, inwards looking. My Malva 
did not speak in monologues, except at the end, where she expressed her wish to be 
free as a bird in the air, as a seagull...”111

In the same way as the character of Malva meant a new measure of freedom in the 
portrayal of independent womanhood, in 1958 the young Latvian actor, who already 
was loved by the public, Eduards Pāvuls played a hero, in the Byelorussian film Red 
Leaves112 the Polish revolutionary Andrei Metelsky, in a manner different from that of 
Stalinist films. After the Second World War, undisguised emotions by male film char
acters were seen in many parts of the world, this attesting to the reality of the experi
ence, and this gradually became a synonym for good acting. Eduards Pāvuls had his 
own story about how he won the right to show emotion on the screen: “This film 
sounded a warning, that I, a young actor, should not become accustomed to depicting 
positive heroes as if made of reinforced concrete. For me this important epiphany 

104 Улдис Лиелдидж. Accessible at: http://www.kinoteatr.ru/kino/acter/m/sov/6869/works/ (site last visited 
10.06.2016).

105 Паул Буткевич. Accessible at: http://www.kinoteatr.ru/kino/acter/m/ros/622/works/ (site last visited 
10.06.2016).

106 Заслуженный артист РСФСР.
107 Прощание с Петербургом, Lenfilm, Director Jan Frid/ Ян Фрид, 1971.
108 Дюма на Кавказе, M. Gorky Film Studio, Director Hasan Hazhkasimov/Хасан Хажкасимов. 1979.
109 Зимняя вишня, Lenfilm, Director Igors Masļeņņikovs/ Игорь Масленников, 1985.
110 Мальва, Kiev Film Studio, Director Vladimir Braun/Владимир Браун, 1956. The film is based on a story by 

Maxim Gorky with the same title.
111 Memoirs of Dzidra Ritenberga. Manuscript held at the Eduards Smiļģis Theatre Museum.
112 Красные листья, Belarus, Director Vladimir KorshSablin/ Владимир КоршСаблин, 1958.
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 occurred in Minsk when encouraged by the director KorshSablin I began to look for 
human feelings in situations where heroism was called for. 

I remember everything as if today. Metelsky is sentenced to hang. The hanging 
scene is being filmed. Everything is as needed — I am standing on a stool with a noose 
around my neck. The death of a heroic fighter. But everything is somehow cold, indif
ferent. The script is sparse. I ask the director, what am I to do. (…) He pushes me to be 
emotional. To recall my personal life. I looked at the wonderful heavens, and Lilija, 
Uģis113 are standing somewhere at the edge of the field, and if never, never... If I am 
hanged, not Metelsky, but me, Pāvuls? Tears welled up in my eyes; I sensed very pro
foundly what it meant to stop living, and how often we portray this role so casually. 
And right at that moment the director ordered the filming to begin. 

This episode in the finished movie caused intense debate by the artistic board. 
Some declared that a communist does not cry. A communist is a powerful person, one 
who is unafraid to sacrifice his life for an idea. The actress Klara Luchko opposed this 
view — I have been ever since been grateful for this. She defended being human as a 
principle in such roles. (…) She was right; my episode was kept. Later it was just this 
episode that was most discussed, highly esteemed, it was not forgotten. This is how I 
was helped to justify the tears of a communist when facing death. From then onwards 
I also defend these tears. It is all the same if they rolled down my check, or if they were 
in my soul, but tears — as a sign of feeling, as a sign of being human.”114

Starting in the 1960s, the Latvian actress, a member of the Art (Daile) theatre 
company, Vija Artmane, became one of the most adored, admired, and loved Soviet 
actresses across the USSR, this onesixth of the globe. She became a star in all senses of 
the word in that an asteroid (No. 4136) in our solar system is named after her.115 

Cult figures were crucial for Soviet mythology. The principal task of these figures 
was to embody ideas, not only in playing roles as an actor, but also in public life; for 
example, Vija Artmane was elected a member of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian 
SSR, a deputy chairman of the USSR Peace Committee, a member of the Presidium of 
the Union of USSR Cinematographers, head of the Theatre Association, etc. Vija 
 Artmane has said: “All totalitarian systems have this bad habit — exploitation of the 
name of a famous individual. I was greatly helped by my professional skills as an ac
tress. These allowed me to retain my own thinking, to save myself, when carrying out 
these obligations.”116 

In contrast to what happens to Western female stars, whose career often ends 
when they turn 30, Vija Artmane, experienced the flowering of her career throughout 
the USSR starting with the age of 35, in particular after her role as the Latvian Sonia in 
the melodrama Dzimtas asinis (Family Blood).117 The actress explained that the secret 
to her acting success was to find something in the folk wisdom of her people, their 

113 The wife and son of Eduards Pāvuls.
114 Dzene, L. Aktieris pret savu gribu. Rīga: Liesma, 1987, 62. lpp.
115 Vijas Artmanes vārds piešķirts planētai. Diena, Nr. 288, 1996, 4. lpp.
116 Jukons, D. Sabiedriskais postenis lomu nenospēlēs: Saruna ar PSRS Tautas skatuves mākslinieci Viju Art

mani. Cīņa, Nr. 193, 1989, 3. lpp.
117 Родная кровь, Russia, Director Mihail Jershov/ Михаил Ершов, 1964.
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traditions, and their love as the basis for playing any particular role. The quiet harsh 
tenderness of the soul was the attribute that she sought to bring out in the national 
character of Sonia.118 However, the roles played by Artmane in her later years are not 
only characterised by beauty and tenderness, but also by harshness and irony; her her
oines often were contradictory or even negative persons, but this did not lessen her 
popular appeal. Her portrayal of Julia Lambert in the film Theatre119 may be regarded 
as the quintessence of her work as an actress. Artmane, in fact, invested a part of her 
own personal and creative biography in this role as a fictitious 1920s English actress. 
In the film Theatre a cinematic device was employed, one rarely encountered in the 
Soviet cinema of the period, wherein the distance was introduced between those film
ing and the events taking place and the director of the film and the principal actor 
would from time to time comment what was going on in the film, reflecting on the 
acting profession and the phenomenon of art in general. 

Later Lilita Ozoliņa became an actress who was similarly cast in roles that re
flected the specific mentality of her people due to her participation in the highly popu
lar series made in Latvia, Ilgais ceļš kāpās (Long Way in the Dunes)120, which was 
awarded the USSR State Prize. Ozoliņa played the role of Marta, whose destiny in the 
film was intimately linked with dramatic 20th century events in Latvia — the loss of in
dependence, the War, deportation to Siberia, albeit respecting Soviet ideological stric
tures and control, and only to a partial extent, nevertheless allowed many tens of mil
lions of Soviet viewers better to understand historical events in Latvia and to identify 
themselves with the survivors. 

Latvian films in exile

The concept of Latvian exiles traditionally is associated with the mass emigration 
wave after the Second World War and Latvians resident in Western countries. Cultural 
centres, large and small were typically created in practically all countries where Baltic 
refugees came to live for the purpose of sustaining a national community. The histo
rian Ben Shephard, after studying statements by Baltic refugees and analysing histori
cal documents, has concluded that one of the essential reasons for the phenomenon of 
these refugees retaining their national identity and even continued to develop their 
language and culture once settled in their countries of residence (Germany, Sweden, 
the USA, Great Britain, Canada, Australia, Brazil, etc.) derived from traditions formed 
in the Displaced Persons or DP camps in Germany. People were grouped by national
ity in these camps; they ensured camp administration, operated schools in their native 
language, published newspapers and books, and engaged in an active cultural life.121

118 Артмане, B. Сердце на ладони. Москва: Молодая гвардия, 1990, c. 64
119 Teātris, Latvia, Director Jānis Streičs, 1978. The film is based on the novel Theatre by Somerset Maugham.
120 Ilgais ceļš kāpās, Riga Motion Pictures Studio, Director Aloizs Brenčs, 1981.
121 Shephard, B. The Long Road Home: The Aftermath of the Second World War. NewYork: Anchor Books, 2010, 

pp. 288–298; see also the documentary about DP camps: Dieva putniņi, Latvija, Director Dzintra Geka, 
2015.
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A film studio operated in the Latvian DP camp in Blomberg — Rīgas Filma, whose 
creative core consisted of film studio workers who had left Latvia and the equipment 
comprised that of Rīgas Filma (founded in 1943) which had been evacuated to Ger
many by train and ship in October 1944.122 Two films directed by Vilis Lapenieks were 
the most significant output of this studio during the postwar period: the documen
tary in Latvian and English Kas mēs esam? Ko mēs spējam?/Who Are We? What Are We 
Doing?,123 and the approximately 50minutelong film, Kāds, kura nav (Someone Who 
Does not Exist), which was based on the play of the same name written in exile, during 
1947 by the wellknown Latvian playwright Martins Zīverts.124 The Latvian Central 
Committee in Germany gave financial support for production of this film. 

The film, Who Are We? What Are We Doing?, was intended to address the immi
gration services of foreign countries, as well as members of their population, who often 
had no idea where Latvia was located, or did not understand why Latvians refused re
patriation, in spite of the end of war time hostilities. Vilis Lapenieks showed Latvians 
to be an industrious cultural people, who wished to earn their daily bread through 
honest work, and who dreamed of the day when “we will again have our own state”.125 

This film provides a unique visual image of wartorn Germany, of the daily life of 
people in DP camps, with filmed passages showing distinguished artists of Latvia, 
 people who ensured the professionalism of an intense cultural life. This film was 
shown in cinema theatres, as well as on television.126

The film, Who Are We? What Are We Doing? became an example, perhaps even a 
canon for the way films were to be made about Latvians who had come to live in 
 foreign parts. Hard working, educated people, who are able to adapt to any environ
ment, always bringing with them and rebuilding their sense of a Latvian home, with 
economic and cultural achievements, renewal through their children, people who are 
able harmoniously to combine their Latvian culture with that of their country of resi
dence, over and above it all — a longing to return home, love of Latvia, the hope that 
their state will regain its independence. This scheme, in large part, including a song of 
unity (most often the Latvian national anthem) would travel from film to film during 
the period of exile, with these films gradually becoming more selfassured in tone, 
more relating to the present and less to the past. The expressiveness and educational 
value of such films was raised by access to a wealth of visual historical material — exile 
organisations in Europe and in the USA sought to collect historical sources associated 
with Latvians, including photographs and films. For example, the American Latvian 
Association announced in 1959 that it had established an archive of Latvian life, which 
contained all of the newsreels produced during the 1930s in Latvia, as well as news
reels filmed in exile, as well as other films.127

122 Lapenieks, V. Dullā Daukas piezīmes, 193–201. lpp.
123 Director Vilis Lapenieks, 1947.
124 Kāds, kura nav. Director Vilis Lapenieks, 1950.
125 Text in the film.
126 See for example: Tālos Krastos, 10.10.1948; Latvija, Nr. 15, 1949; also: Lapenieks, V. Dullā Daukas piezīmes, 

249. lpp.
127 Šlesers, M. Latviešu dzīves archīvs. ALA Kultūras Biroja Biļetens, Nr. 1, 1959, 29. lpp.
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Therefore we shall mention here only a few films which 
were produced following the scheme, who are we what are we 
doing. The film, Svešās zemēs (In Foreign Lands)128 was a 
compilation of a records filmed over 16 years of the life of 
Lat vians in Canada and in the USA, mentioning the fact that 
some Latvians had settled and felt comfortable in these 
countries starting with the end of the 19th century.129 The 
direc tor, Alberts Jekste, was commissioned by the American 
Latvian Association (ALA) to produce the film, Latvijas 
50  gadi (The 50 Years of Latvia)130, which presented a rich 
visual overview of the history of Latvia, as well as recording 
commemoration in exile of 50 years of Latvian independ
ence. In the same way as the film, Who Are We? What Are We 
Doing? by Lapenieks, this film also closes with the Latvian 
national anthem — as a symbolic affirmation of the convic
tion held by Latvians abroad that state independence would 
one day be regained. 

During the 1970s, at the bidding of ALA, Vilis Lapenieks 
restarted work as a film director and producer, leading to 
the appearance of several substantial films, of which men
tion may be made of an epic mosaic of life in exile, Mēs, lat-

vieši brīvajā pasaulē 1972. g. (We, the Latvians in the Free World in 1972).131 
Returning to the early phase of film in exile, in the displaced persons’ camps in 

Germany, and the work of the studio Rīgas Filma, it is important to note that the 1950 
film, Someone Who Does not Exist, is a unique achievement in postwar European cul
ture — not only the fact is remarkable that this film was made under the harsh condi
tions of DP camps, but also that the film directly reflected conditions as they really 
were in DP camps during the making of this film, the feelings of shellshocked Latvian 
soldiers and also those of refugees who had been rendered stateless, fear of future de
velopments and at the same time belief in goodness which permits people to survive. 

In his memoirs Vilis Lapenieks wrote: “First of all, I started to write the scenario. 
The play identified three roles, but the scenario contained between ten and twelve 
roles, as I transposed individual dramatic acts referred to in the play to life in the re
fugee camp, even to activities that took place over the entire refugee period”.132

Leading roles in this film were entrusted to actors of the National Theatre of 
 Latvia, who were already wellknown, Kārlis Lagzdiņš, Milda Zīlava, Rūdolfs Muce
nieks; specialist in character acting appeared in minor roles in episodes — all were 
then themselves displaced persons, and hence they had a particularly intimate appre
ciation of the harsh fate suffered by the characters they were asked to portray in the 

128 USA, director, producer Arturs Virsnieks, 1968.
129 Svešās zemēs. Laiks, 1968, Nr. 61, 31.07, 5. lpp.
130 Amerikas Latviešu apvienība, Director Alberts Jekste, 1971.
131 Amerikas Latviešu apvienība, Director Vilis Lapenieks, 1973.
132 Lapenieks, V. Dullā Daukas piezīmes, 252. lpp.

Fig. 9. The actor Kārlis Lagzdiņš in the 
film, Kāds, kura nav (Someone who 
Does not Exist)”. RTMM 588577 (141)
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film. The climax of the film, which undoubtedly expressed the feelings of most refu
gees at that time, consisted of a speech by the principal character in the film, the shell
shocked nameless individual No. 265423 (played by Kārlis Lagzdiņš): “What in the end 
are exiles? People who do not exist. After all, we have no past, but we have as yet no 
future. (…) But one day we will emerge from nonexistence, when our time will have 
come!” The fate suffered by exiles both visually and in words is likened to the cross 
borne by Jesus to Golgotha, a cross that needs to be carried awaiting resur rection. 

Work on making this film lasted approximately one year and it was first screened 
on 2 May 1950 in Augustdorf, the location of the Administration responsible for 
 Latvian DPs. This work of art, which could have become a national cultural event, 
was seen by very few people, as only six months remained before departure, which 
meant only a few public screenings. The period of living in DP camps in Germany 
was coming to an end, people were readying themselves for departure to other coun
tries.  Alberts Jekste, director of the studio Rīgas Filma, together with some of the stu
dio staff departed for Newfoundland, Canada, in 1952, taking with him the film stock 
of Someone Who Does not Exist, and the sole finished copy. In Canada the film suf
fered in a fire, and thus only a few episodes survive, in total 15 minutes long, as well 
as the sound track.133 The original surviving episodes were deposited with the Na
tional Film Archive of Canada, with a digital version of these accessible at the Rīga 
Film  Museum.

The fulllength documentary film Es esmu latvietis (I Am a Latvian)134, which ap
peared in 1990 in Latvia, represents a unique echo of the selfreflections of films pro
duced in exile. In terms of its composition, content, and pathos, it is close to films 
produced in exile, and may be seen as the culmination of this type of film. A film 
group from Riga Motion Pictures Studio was able during the final years of Soviet 
power in Latvia (1988–1990) to spend time in the Free World to document what had 
happened to the Latvians there — at that time they numbered 250  000 in Western 
countries. The introduction to this film states that, “the emigres are a drop of the 
blood of our nation, to be analysed”. However, only a fraction of all emigres is con
sidered, following a wellestablished exile tradition — its successful individuals, who 
were able to pursue a significant career in a foreign country at the same time as re
taining their Latvian identity; unsuccessful individuals, those who had fully assimi
lated in other cultures are not shown. Imants Ziedonis, one of the authors of the script 
of this film, states at the close of this film: “Yes, this time we have not spoken about 
the lower stroke of the cross, the dark line. That would be another film — about the 
downward vertical stroke, about death, about revenge, about the division of goods, 
about the sins of the fathers, about murder and hatred. It would be easier to make 
such a film, but it would be a film about what we know and about what we do not 
want to know… Our people is beautiful, strong, and clever, and is upwardly mobile, as 
is the world.”135

133 Redovičs, A. Enerģiju krustošanās: Alberts Jekste un Vilis Lapenieks. Kino Raksti, Nr. 1, 2009, 64. lpp.
134 Latvia, Director Ansis Epners, 1990.
135 Text taken from the film.
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In the same way as is the case for the films, Who are We? What are we Doing?, 
Someone Who Does not Exist and many others made during the exile period, the film 
I Am a Latvian end on a religious note, with a prayer recited in the background by 
 Imants Ziedonis that the days of exile come soon to an end, and that the people be 
united “under this sun and in eternity”.136

Cinematic criticism and theory 

Theoretical and critical reflections about cinema appeared in the public space of 
the territory of Latvia relatively quickly after the appearance of films themselves, but 
these were considerably elaborated at the beginning of the 20th century, seeking 
thereby to understand and to characterise cinema — was it an innovative technical 
form of photography, a new art form, dangerous pandemonium, etc. In the 1920s and 
1930s, during the period of Latvian independence, the predominant view of cinema 
was that it had to be profitable activity to entertain the general public and this was one 
reason why one had to flee from Rīga, in order to find opportunities for adequate 
selfexpression in films as an art form. 

Periodicals in Latvia occasionally presented examples of interesting and deep 
analyses, mostly dealing with Latvian films, but the majority of articles about films 
(the same situation obtained throughout the Western world) were either informative 
or meant to amuse. During the 1920s and 1930s, the majority of films shown in Lat
vian cinema theatres were foreign films, mostly from the USA and Germany, and, 
therefore, it is no surprise that most of the attention to films in the press focussed on 
the films and associated personalities. Anrī Grī (real name Harijs Hiršfelds), later 
known in the USA as Henry Gris, became one of the most recognised reporters about 
informative films and those meant to entertain. He wrote about many topics, but it ap
pears that films and film stars were topics beloved by Gris. The articles by Gris had 
particular value in the context of the local press in that they were not compilations of 
foreign articles or commercial releases, but were largely direct reports and original 
inter views. This was particularly true during the 1930s when Gris lived abroad a lot, 
mostly in the USA sending his articles to the Latvian magazines, Pasaules Pasts, At-
pūta, etc., and became a special correspondent for the newspaper Rīts. Henry Gris, on 
the basis of being a staff member of this newspaper, attended a reception held by US 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt.137 Later, after the war, Gris lived in the USA and 
wrote articles for Englishlanguage periodicals in the USA. The journal Variety re
marked that during the 1940s–1960s Gris had interviewed practically every Holly
wood star.138

136 Text taken from the film.
137 Grī, A. Amerikas prezidents pieņem “Rīta” līdzstrādnieku. Rīts, Nr. 333, 1936, 10. lpp.
138 Henry Gris. Variety, December 29, 1996. Accessible at: http://variety.com/1996/scene/peoplenews/henry

gris1117436215/ (site last visited 10.06.2016). “Gris interviewed practically every Hollywood star during 
the late 1940s, ‘50s and ‘60s, and even appeared with other foreign journalists in the Clark Gable — Doris 
Day starrer “Teacher`s Pet””. 
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Henry Gris was elected as the first President of the Hollywood Press Association. 
The prestigious award accorded by this association, the Golden Globe Awards origi
nally were called the Henrietta Awards in honour of the then President of the Associa
tion, Henry (Anri) Gris.139 The writer Anšlavs Eglītis described Henry Gris as someone 
endowed with extraordinary organisational talent and someone who aspired to one
man rule, and this ambition gradually led to his leaving the Association: “He was an 
adept speaker, and practically only his voice was heard in meetings. (…) A solid oppo
sition developed slowly. (…) One fine day Henry Gris grew angry, quit the association, 
and afterwards he showed no further interest in it.”140

Anšlavs Eglītis was himself a keen film fan from early childhood onwards, and 
living in exile in the USA this love provided him with sustenance. Eglītis wrote artic
les about the cinema and actively interviewed Hollywood stars, mostly, for Latvian 
émigré newspapers. Eglītis remarked that between 1952 and 1972 he had “written 
rather more than a thousand reviews and other articles about films (approximately for 
every third film that he had seen)”,141 and he also was just as active over the following 
decade of his life. He has written about his experience as a film reporter and film 
critic in two books: Lielais mēmais (The Great Mute), which we may regard as a his
tory of world cinema in Latvian, written in his flowing literary style, and Ekrāns un 
skatuve (The Screen and the Stage), which includes more than 80 film reviews and es
says written by Eglītis.142 As a film journalist and critic Eglītis composed his articles 
conforming to the requirements of the daily press, which meant that these were con
cise pithy overviews of the film, giving a succinct rather than an indepth analysis. 
There were exceptions, however, where the insight given by Eglītis was more pro
found, occasionally paradoxical, harsh and debateable. An example was his review of 
one of the recognised golden masterpieces of Latvian cinema, the film Puika (Boy).143 
From today’s perspective, this film was one that was outside the socialist realism 
method followed by Soviet Latvian cinema, as well as not conforming to 1970s Soviet 
cinema traditions for entertainment films; in fact, essentially it was rooted in Western 
poetics of modernism. However, Anšlavs Eglītis, who had seen the film at a séance 
put on by Latvian exiles, saw in it the dictatorship of “Russian censorship”, which had 
compelled the Latvian filmmaker to transform the light and airy descriptions of his 
childhood by Jānis Jaunsudrabiņš in the book Baltā grāmata (White Book) (the film 
is a screen adaptation of this book) into that of a black book with class consciousness 
in evidence, as well as the exaggerations and party consciousness demanded by so
cialist realism”.144 

139 Seven Days of the Golden Globes. Accessible at: http://www.goldenglobes.com/goldenage/sevendays
goldenglobespart25697/ (site last visited 10.06.2016.). “Henrietta Award statuette (named after the then 
president Henry Gris)”. 

140 Eglītis, A. Lielais mēmais: filmu žurnālista piezīmes. Bruklina: Grāmatu Draugs, 1972, 153.–154. lpp.
141 Ibid., 206. lpp.
142 Eglītis, A. Ekrāns un skatuve: žurnālista piezīmes. [Heivarda]: Jāņa Zītara grāmatnīca, 1992, 290 lpp. 
143 Latvia, Director Aivars Freimanis, 1977.
144 Cited from: Eglītis, A. Puika. Brīvā Latvija, Nr. 4, 1993, 2. lpp.
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The work of Anšlavs Eglītis as a film re
porter has been preserved for posterity by 
photo graphs where he is seen alongside the 
most famous film actors of his day, as well as 
by his articles. In his richly illustrated book The 
Great Mute he explains: “Perhaps some readers 
will be puzzled as to why I have had my photo
graph taken together with actors. This is a rou
tine procedure. The reason is quite simple. 
Many foreign newspapers refuse to accept in
terviews from their reporters unless these are 
accompanied by a photograph showing the re
porter together with the person interviewed.”145

Part of this unique collection of photo
graphs is found today in Latvia at the Litera
ture and Music Museum.

In the same way as the director Signe Baumane moved to New York after the re
covery of Latvian independence in order to realise to the full her creative potential, so 
the film scholar Yuri Tsivian chose the USA in the 1990s as the base for his work; at 
the turn of the 21st century, he is one of the most influential and widely recognised in
dividuals from Latvia in the humanities, and what is untypical is that the contribution 
by Tsivian is equal to theory development and the study of culture in the West as in 
Russia. 

Yuri Tsivian was born in 1950 in Riga and started in the 1970s–1980s to study the 
then littleknown preRevolution Russian cinema which was superfluous to Soviet ide
ology, and took part in identifying, attributing, and restoring surviving films, or their 
fragments. This work resulted in a collection of films shown for the first time to a pro
fessional audience as a collection at the 1989 Pordenone Silent Film Festival in Italy, as 
well as in a comprehensive scholarly catalogue of films made in Russia from 1908 to 
1919, and surviving fully or partially readied films. The catalogue was published in 
English, Italian, and Russian languages.146

Sessions of the Riga International Summer School of Film History, held at the Riga 
Film Museum, and organised by Yuri Tsivian during the 1990s constituted an impor
tant international undertaking in the study of silent films.147 More than 10 leading re
searchers of the history of world cinema, including David Bordwell and Kristin 
Thompson, were pleased and interested to spend time in the city where Sergei Eisen
stein was born, to attend this summer school.

The first major work by Yuri Tsivian in cinema studies was a book published in 
Riga in 1991 in Russian, Early Cinema in Russia and Its Cultural Reception148, which 

145 Eglītis, A. Lielais mēmais, 206. lpp.
146 Silent Witnesses: Russian Films, 1908–1919. London: British Film Institute, 1989; Великий Кинемо: Каталог 

сохранившихся фильмов России. 1908–1919. Москва: Новое литературное обозрение, 2002.
147 Acting for Silents: Styles, Schools, Stars.
148 Цивьян, Ю. Историческая рецепция кино: кино в России, 1895–1930. Рига: 1991, Зинатне, 492 с.

Fig. 10. Anšlavs Eglītis with the actor Jack Nicholson. 
USA, 1970s. RTMM 685360
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was later translated into English and other lan
guages149 providing inspiration for scholars 
elsewhere to study the perception of cinema 
and audiences in wider historical and cultural 
contexts. Yuri Tsivian was also a member of 
the small Soviet school of cultural semiotics, 
the socalled Moscow–Tartu School of Semio-
tics, and together with Yuri Lotman, the 
 famous culturologist and semiotician, he wrote 
a book Dialogue With the Screen.150 This short 
book was intended for use in support of study 
at schools, but, in fact, is an excellent hand
book for anyone interested who wishes to un
derstand the language of films.

Yuri Tsivian has been a Professor at the 
University of Chicago from 1996 onwards;151 
he has published around 100 scholarly articles in 16 languages, as well as several 
books, mostly in Russian or English.152

Yuri Tsivian has in the 21st century initiated two new fields of the study of culture 
and film: carpalistics and cinemetrics.153 The author has defined carpalastics as the 
inter disciplinary study of gestures and movement, with the theoretical basis, the book 
by Tsivian published in Russian, Approaches to Carpalastics. Movement and Gesture in 
Literature, the Visual Arts, and Film.154 Cinemetrics is associated with the website 
www.cinemetrics.lv, created in 2005 by Yuri Tsivian and his son Gunar Tsivian 
wherein a tool is available for assessing digital film material to collect objective data 
about film styles. As of the spring of 2016 the cinemetrics data base covered 16 744 
films from all countries of the world covering the history of cinema between 1896 and 
2015.155

Thanks to the Internet website created and hosted in Latvia, Latvia has become a 
peculiar world centre for the study of contemporary cinema.

149 Tsivian, Y., Taylor, R. Early Cinema in Russia and Its Cultural Reception. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1998, 273 pp.

150 Лотман, Ю., Цивьян, Ю. Диалог с экраном. Таллин: Александра, 2014.
151 Department of Art History, Department of Slavic Languages & Literatures, Department of Comparative 

Literature, Department of Cinema & Media Studies, and the College; University of Chicago.
152 See the profile of Yuri Tsivian at the home page of the University of Chicago: https://cms.uchicago.edu/ 

faculty/tsivian (site last visited 10.06.2016).
153 Ibid; Yuri Tsivian is also credited with launching two new fields in the studies of film and culture: carpalistics 

and cinemetrics. The former studies and compares different uses of gesture in theatre, visual arts, literature 
and film; the latter uses digital tools to explore the art of film editing. 

154 Цивьян, Ю. На подступах к карпалистике. Движение и жест в литературе, искусстве и кино. Москва: 
Новое литературное обозрение, 2010, 327 c.; Approaches to Carpalistics: Movement and Gesture in Art, 
Literature and Film.

155 Cinemetrics database. Accessible at: http://www.cinemetrics.lv/database.php?all (site last visited 10.06. 
2016).

Fig. 11. Yuri Tsivian in USA in 2012. Photograph from 
the personal archive of Yuri Tsivian
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Conclusions

The study of the points of contact between cinema in Latvia and in the world leads 
to the conclusion that these are evident in the development of artistic film language, as 
well as in the biographies of individuals and their work. Independent of the fact of a 
small territory and population appropriate to a small state, as well as due to complex 
political vagaries a stable and professional film industry was formed in Latvia during 
the 20th century, which from time to time saw distinguished artistic achievements, one 
which have been noticed and appreciated outside its borders. Successful international 
collaboration has been established in the 21st century, in particular with the other Bal
tic States and the Nordic countries, which has allowed production of works at a high 
level; these works study current events, the character of our contemporaries and their 
experiences in the Baltic Sea region. 

Distinguished personalities have originated in Latvia — these are individuals with 
roots in the culture of Latvia who have found their place in world cinema, partly be
cause the possibilities for artistic expression in Latvia were too narrow, as well as the 
result of political developments of the 20th century. The best known among these was 
the director and cinema theoretician Sergei Eisenstein, born in Riga, but whose artistic 
works are not only a biographical fact, but which induced a period of commemoration 
of Eisenstein in Latvia, wherein his works were studied by means of investigative films, 
continuing with his stylistic methods, as well as searching for innovative forms of ex
pression. 

The Second World War and the occupation of Latvia led to an unusual pheno
menon — Latvian films in exile. The occasion of the First Meeting of Latvian 
Cinemato graphers in the World, organised by the Riga Film Museum in the summer 
of 1990156 was the event when information about Latvians and the theme of Lat vians in 
world cinema was compiled. Films made by Latvians in exile between the 1950s and 
1980s, on the one hand, were a unique time capsule preserving the past, as continua
tion of the film language which had been prevalent in Latvian cinema during the 
1930s, while, on the other hand, these films made by Latvians in exile documented 
changes in their mentality as they gradually integrated into the culture of their coun
tries of residence. 

Theoretical film studies have developed in parallel with filmmaking. The Internet 
portal www.cinemetrics.lv, based in Latvia, testifies to coalescence of local and global 
theoretical thought, as it offers a digital tool to analyse films so as to measure their ar
tistic structure. The objective data obtained thereby allow drawing theoretical conclu
sions, by studying films from different regions and times in a world cinematic context. 

156 See Rīga Film Museum, the collection: Latviešu kino trimdā.
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THE CONTRIBUTION OF THE VISUAL ARTS 
OF LATVIA TO WORLD CULTURE

This article gives a concise review of innovative movements in the visual arts in Latvia from late 
19th to the early 21st century, including important contributions made in other countries by artists 
originating in Latvia. Over and above the historical context and the overall development of art, a 
number of local achievements will be presented which are local echoes of key international move
ments, as well as current strategies applicable to postSoviet study and assessment of art heritage. 
The principal emphasis is on developments in contemporary art, interpretation of the contribution 
of earlier periods as a form of prehistory viewed through the prism of certain “key personalities” 
and trends. At the start of the period, the dominant approach was monographic which, given the 
time that has passed, allowed identifying key values, whose role in the kaleidoscope of ongoing 
current processes is to be determined largely as a future task.

Keywords: Art of Latvia, Classical Modernism, photomontage, nonconformism, contemporary 
art, performance art, Conceptualism, installations, Latvian Centre for Contemporary Art, Venice 
Biennale.

The range of art objects created over the centuries on the territory of Latvia is wide 
and varied, and even in the distant past we can find valuable examples of the inter
action between local and global tendencies. We can number among these several 
sculptural representations of people and animals dating from the Neolithic era,1 exam
ples of rich architectural sculpture in mediaeval architectural monuments such as the 
ensemble of Riga Dom Cathedral (to an extent untypical for examples of brick Gothic 
architecture) which “conclusively demonstrates a multisided extension of Western 
cultural influence”,2 the flowering of a workshop of woodcarvers in Ventspils in the 
context of 17th century Baroque sculpture3, and other manifestations.

1 Loze,  I. Neolīta dzintara aļņa galvas figūra Sārnatē. Mākslas Vēsture un Teorija, Nr.  13, 2010, 5.–8.  lpp.; 
Loze, I. Antropomorfās raga skulptūras Aboras I vēlā neolīta apmetnē Lubāna mitrājā. Mākslas Vēsture un 
Teorija, Nr. 14, 2011, 5.–9. lpp.; etc.

2 Bergholde, A. Rīgas Doma viduslaiku arhitektūra un būvplastika eiropeisko analoģiju kontekstā. Rīga: Latvijas 
Mākslas akadēmijas Mākslas vēstures institūts un Mākslas vēstures pētījumu atbalsta fonds, 2015, 289. lpp.

3 Grosmane, E. Kurzemes baroka tēlniecība (1660–1740). Rīga: Jumava, 2002.
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The origin of Neo-Romanticism and modernism

Nevertheless, there is no doubt that visual art developed in conjunction with the 
emergence of a Latvian national school of art at the end of the 19th century, when stu
dents from Latvia who were at higher educational institutions in St Petersburg founded 
the group Rūķis (Gnome), and turned their attention to portraying local themes and 
subjects, at the same time gradually transforming the traditions of academic Realism 
and Impressionism into a more modern form. Vilhelms Purvītis (see Fig. 1), the fu
ture Rector of the Latvian Academy of Art, and head of the Master Class of Landscape 
Painting, gained prominence as a landscape painter at the turn of the 19th and 20th cen
turies, later described as the period of NeoRomanticist modernism in Latvian art 
history;4 Purvītis together with the stylistically manysided figural painter Janis 
Rozentāls, and  Johann Walter, who mostly focused on lyrical, visionary landscapes, 
are considered to be the three most important artists present at the beginnings of 
Latvian painting.

The contributions by Purvītis were widely recognised internationally: “His gradu
ation work was awarded the bronze medal at the World Exhibition in Paris (1900); 
other works received gold medals at the Munich Secession Exhibition and, according 
to newspapers, in an international exhibition in Lyon (both 1901). In 1901 and 1902, 
Purvītis actively exhibited his works in Berlin and other German cities. His land
scapes were reproduced in the art journals Die Kunst, Ver Sacrum and Mir Iskusstva, 
and in 1905 Purvītis was featured in an article in the British magazine The Studio.” 5 
In an article written in 1905 about art in Russia, James William Pattison, a lecturer at 
the Art Institute of Chicago, asserted that “Pourwit [sic] has better stuff in him”; 
“There is dignity in this, originality of conception, naturalness and selection”.6 Interest 
in nature and things natural, and the feelings evoked by the seasons and hours of the 
night and day was widespread at the beginning of the 20th century, yet it was said 
about Purvītis that “…we may number him with conviction among the most active 
portrayers of these elements of the winter and northern spring in European art of 
that time”,7 simultaneously creating his own form of the archetypical Latvian mood 
landscape.

The creative and organisational activities of Purvītis flowered during the inde
pendence period of the Republic of Latvia (1918–1940), while the name of Voldemārs 
Matvejs (pseudonym Vladimir Markov) is better known in the context of the history 

4 Kļaviņš, E. Priekšvārds. Latvijas mākslas vēsture IV: Neoromantiskā modernisma periods 1890–1915. Kļaviņš, 
E. (sast.). 4. sēj. Rīga: Latvijas Mākslas akadēmijas Mākslas vēstures institūts un Mākslas vēstures pētījumu 
atbalsta fonds, 2014, 10. lpp. The same in English: Kļaviņš, E. Foreword. Art History of Latvia IV: Period of 
Neo-Romanticist Modernism 1890–1915. Kļaviņš, E. (Ed.). Vol. 4. Riga: Institute of Art History of the Latvian 
Academy of Art & Art History Research Support Foundation, 2014, p. 10.

5 Kļaviņš, E. Fine art. Art History of Latvia IV: Period of Neo-Romanticist Modernism 1890–1915, p. 209. 
6 Pattison, J. W. Art in Russia. World Today: A Monthly Record of Human Progress. Vol. 8 (The World To-Day: 

A Monthly Record of Human Progress. Vol.  8. Chicago: The World ToDay Company, 1905), No.  5, 1905, 
p.  501; cited from: Ābele,  K. Artistic life. Art History of Latvia  IV: Period of Neo-Romanticist Modernism 
1890–1915, p. 89.

7 Kļaviņš, E. Vilhelms Purvītis. Rīga: Neputns, 2014, 47. lpp.
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Fig. 1. Vilhelms Purvītis. Early Spring. 1898–1899. Canvas, oil.  
56.7 × 74.8. LNMA. Photograph by Normunds Brasliņš, 2014

of Russian avantgarde art. He 
was not only a radically mo
dernising painter who rejected 
NeoRomanticism for which 
study of nature was still impor
tant, but also the theoretician of 
the group Union of Youth and — 
alongside Carl Einstein — a 
pio neering student of primitive 
cultures. After study at the Wen
jamin Bluhm Drawing and 
Painting School in Riga, Matvejs 
entered the St Petersburg Aca
demy of Art, and, thereafter, 
until the end of his short life, he 
worked largely in Russia. As a 
student at the Art Academy he 
sought inspiration for his artis
tic and theoretical endeavours 
by visiting Western European 

museums and perusing their ethnographic collections, as well as the modern art of his 
time. In his theoretical works, “Russian secession”,8 “The Principles of the New Art”,9 
The Principles of Creativity in the Plastic Arts. Texture,10 The Art of Easter Island,11 Negro 
Art12 (Fig. 2) Matvejs suggested studying the world of colours and lines and texture, 
lessening the representational function of art, to appreciate the unique beauty of 
nonEuropean cultures. The “boundless horizons” called up in the terminology used 
by Matvejs have been characterised as close to the style of expression used by Kazimir 
Malevich, the coryphaeus of Russian Suprematism, indicating that Malevich undoubt
edly was familiar with the written works of  Matvejs.13 In their comments on recent 
translations of the theoretical texts by Matvejs, scholars have rightly concluded that his 
ideas substantially contributed to decentring of the modernism project, widening the 
simplified narratives of Primitivism with a view from Russia that differs from the more 
usual Western perspective by taking into account a plurality of sources (from Africa, 

8 Published for the first time in newspapers in Riga in 1910 in connection with an exhibition of works by 
the group Union of Youth: Rigasche Neueste Nachrichten, No. 155, 1910, 10 July, 1., 2. Baiblatt; Dzimtenes 
Vēstnesis, Nr. 160, 1910, 16. jūl., 5., 6. lpp.; Jaunā Dienas Lapa, Nr. 163, 1910, 20. jūl., 3. lpp., Nr. 164, 1910, 
21. jūl., 3. lpp.; Рижская мысль, 1910, 11–12 авг., № 908, с. 3; № 909, с. 3.

9 Марков, В. Принципы нового искусства. Союз молодежи, 1912, № 1, с. 5–15; № 2, с. 5–18.
10 Марков,  В. Принципы творчества в пластических искусствах. Фактура. СанктПетербург: Союз 

молодежи, 1914.
11 Марков, В. Искусство острова Пасхи. СанктПетербург: Союз молодежи, 1914.
12 Марков, В. Искусство негров. Петeрбург: Издание отдела изобразительных искусств народного ко

миссариата по пpосвещению, 1919.
13 Russian Art of the Avant-Garde: Theory and Criticism 1902–1934. Bowlt, J. (Ed.). London: Thames and Hud

son, 1991, p. 24.
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Fig. 2. Cover of the book, Negro Art, by 
Voldemārs Matvejs (1919) 

Polynesia, Russian icons, Chinese poetry, Gothic sculpture), 
which represent a search for alternatives to the mimetic, na
turalistic European tradition.14

The rise of Classical Modernism in Latvia

The legacy left by Matvejs was a good point of departure 
in Latvia for adherents of modernism during the 1920s, indi
viduals who had understandably, simultaneously with the 
founding of an independent state in 1918, turned to defining 
and creating a new form of art, at the same time both na
tional and modern, one based on contemporary French ex
amples, to replace the traditional German and Russian tradi
tions. Jāzeps Grosvalds, a painter who had studied art in 
Paris, and who portrayed refugees and Latvian riflemen, was 
important in the introduction of Classical Modernism from 
the beginning of the First World War onwards; he had been 
at the centre of an unofficial group of artists, Zaļā puķe (The 
Green Flower). Similarly to Grosvalds, the subject of refugees 
from the First World War also signalled a turning point to 
Classical Modernism in sculpture, as can be seen in the work of Teodors Zaļkalns, who 
was from an older generation of artists. Initially an Impressionist and a follower of 
 Auguste Rodin, he later took up tectonically clear, abstract forms.

Some of the artists associated with Zaļā puķe later joined the Riga Group of 
 Artists, which played a most important role in the modernisation of art in Latvia. 
Members of the group, young artists including Jēkabs Kazaks, Romans Suta, Uga 
Skulme, Oto Skulme, Ģederts Eliass, Jānis Liepiņš, Valdemārs Tone, Aleksandra Beļ
cova, Konrāds Ubāns, Niklāvs Strunke, Leo Svemps, Erasts Šveics, Marta Skulme, 
Emīls Melderis, Sigismunds Vidbergs, and others, mostly had not gained an academic 
education, but had attended various art schools in Russia and developed their artistic 
sensibility based on impressions of modern Western art by viewing private collections 
of art in Moscow. During the later 1920s, elements of Expressionism and Fauvism were 
superseded by adaptations of late Cubism and Purism, which the artists experienced 
in person, benefitting from Culture Foundation scholarships to travel to Paris (for 
some  artists, trips to other centres, for example, Berlin and Rome, were important in 
their creative CVs).

During the Soviet period, this aspect of the history of art in Latvia was under
standably sidelined as an undesirable example of formalism, instead lauding the 
“healthy” tendencies of realism. However, since the 1980s, modernism has returned as 
a topic of interest to researchers in Latvia, and, since the restoration of independence 

14 Howard, J., Bužinska, I., Strother, Z. S. Vladimir Markov and Russian Primitivism: A Charter for the Avant-
Garde. Burlington: Ashgate, 2015, pp. 17–19.
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in 1991, it has also attracted the attention of foreign art historians, who for their part 
have been interested in reexamining and enlarging the limited canon of Western 
modernism with contributions from postSoviet countries. Dace Lamberga, who has 
studied Latvian Classical Modernism, defines this phenomenon in terms of distance 
with respect to achievements in the various metropolises: “...our classical modernist 
experiments were relatively tame, and stylising forms — quite restrained, and, there
fore, viewed in the context of Western European art of the early 20th century, it cannot 
be considered radically avantgarde. (…) our artists did not seek to emulate very radi
cal tendencies; for example, Abstractionism remained completely foreign to them, as 
well as Surrealism, and their perception of even Italian Futurism remained at the level 
of theoretical recognition, given that they had no spiritual or practical contact.”15

Aija Brasliņa, who has studied the Latvian avantgarde, has expressed similar 
views about the art journal of Latvia, Laikmets (Era), which saw four issues appear, all 
originating in Berlin; it was published in 1923 by the sculptors Kārlis Zāle and  Arnolds 
Dzirkalis, with the poet Andrejs Kurcijs as editor: “In the overall fervour of Euro pean 
avantgarde periodicals, the publishers of Laikmets retained an apolitical and com
paratively moderate position.”16 The German publication Das Kunstblatt is described 
therein as the closest analogue, and the trilingual publication Вещь–Objet–
Gegenstand is also somewhat similar. In his study of the Latvian publishing sector and 
the design of publications, the American booklover James Howard Fraser points out 
some aspects of how trends interacted: “An important feature of this journal is its 
clear demonstration of Riga’s artists moving about in other European capitals and ab
sorbing trends, while at the same time bringing members of the art community of 
Riga into productive contact with Western Europeans, in this case, those living in 
Berlin”.17

The American art historian Steven Mansbach has highlighted a different function 
of modernism which, adopted from a different historical environment, shows the im
portance of national ideas; this was how he described the work of Romans Suta, a 
member of the Riga Group of Artists, a painter, designer, and defender of a combative 
form of modernism, who combined folklore heritage with Russian Suprematist influ
ence in the output of the porcelain factory Baltars (Fig. 3). This factory earned three 
medals at the 1925 Exposition internationale des arts décoratifs et industriels modernes 
in Paris, which can serve as an effective example of how the culture of Latvia could be 
promoted, with the help of artists engaged for this event at the culmination of the 
avantgarde movement.18 In his recent study, Mansbach speculates that local char

15 Lamberga, D. Klasiskais modernisms: Latvijas glezniecība 20.  gs. sākumā. Rīga: Neputns, 2004, p. 223. Al
ternatively: Le modernisme classique: La peinture lettone au début du XXème siècle, Riga: Neputns, 2005; or 
(in Estonian) Klassikaline modernism: Läti maalikunst 20.  sajandi alguses, Tallinn: Eesti Kunstimuuseum: 
AdamsonEricu muuseum, 2009.

16 Brasliņa, A. Latvian Modernists in Berlin in the Early 1920s: Impulses and Resonance. Centropa: A Journal 
of Central European Architecture and Related Arts, Vol. 12, No. 3, 2012, p. 297.

17 Fraser, J. H. Publishing and Book Design in Latvia 1919–1940: A Re-discovery. Rīga: Neputns, in collabora
tion with the Latvian Academy of Culture, 2014, p. 147.

18 Mansbach, S. A. Modern Art in Eastern Europe: From the Baltic to the Balkans, ca. 1890–1939. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 171.
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Fig. 3. Romans Suta. Decorative dish, Wedding. 1928. 
Faience, overglaze painting. 50 Ø. MDAD. Photograph by 
Ritvars Skuja, 2012

acteristics were “an imaginative form of 
eclecticism”,19 which permeated architec
ture and the visual arts and differed from 
consistently “pure” modernism and also 
from radical concepts of the Russian 
avantgarde. Thus, the artists of Riga were 
able, often and without any difficulties, to 
change from one paradigm of creativity to 
another, synthesising local and interna
tional, old and contemporary elements in a 
manner that elsewhere would be seen as 
contradictory.

However, around the mid1920s the 
influence of modernist trends lessened in 
Latvia, as occurred elsewhere in Europe, 
yielding to new forms of realism, traditio
nalism, Art Deco, and variations on New 
Objectivity. The art historian Eduards 
Kļaviņš has described the interwar art 
contributions from Latvia as a certain re
turn to NeoRealism, recasting it as “har
monious formalism”,20  which smoothed 
over differences between various trends and reduced the natural verism of details. In
terest in national and mythological themes as well as country life grew in Latvian art 
beginning with the 1930s, and most particularly after the authoritarian regime came to 
power in 1934, but the effects of modernisation remained in the appreciation of the 
intrinsic worth of formal achievements. Kārlis Padegs can be mentioned as an artist 
from the interwar period whose work falls outside of the main stream of new re
alism — an outsider, often not appreciated by his contemporaries, who followed his 
artistic inclinations, struggled with poverty, poor health, and various addictions. Al
though he had studied painting at the Latvian Academy of Art, he mostly produced 
ink drawings, executed in a heightened expressive, often erotic manner, portraying 
life’s unfortunates (war veterans, prostitutes, etc.) and literary figures. Despite possible 
parallels with a broad spectrum of Western art, from Francisco Goya to Otto Dix, we 
can appreciate the works of Padegs as an undeniably original manifestation; this has 
been described as “a refined embodiment of contradictions which does not always 
look good on the wall of the living room of an apartment or private home”.21

19 Mansbach, S. A. Riga’s Capital Modernism. Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag GmbH, 2013, p. 31.
20 Kļaviņš,  E. Between Engaged Public Monuments and Intimate Formalism: Latvian NeoRealism in the 

1920s and 1930s. Reinterpreting the Past: Traditionalist Artistic Trends in Central and Eastern Europe of the 
1920s and 1930s. Kossowska, I. (Ed.). Warsaw: Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences, 2010, 
p. 272.

21 Kalnačs, J. Rīgas dendijs un autsaiders. Kārlis Padegs. Rīga: Neputns, 2011, 374. lpp.
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At the forefront of socialist construction

Many artists from Latvia arrived in Russia as refugees during the First World War, 
and quite a few decided to remain there even after the October coup; such decisions 
could have been influenced by leftist ideas popular at the time, and a perception of the 
new socialist society as favouring new art. By the end of the 1930s, practically all of 
these artists had been killed (except Kārlis Johansons who had died in 1929) as part of 
the Stalinist regime’s repression of members of ethnic diasporas, a campaign by the 
Ministry for the Interior begun in 1937. Gustavs Klucis, a designer, painter and poster 
artist, a Constructivist and pioneer of photomontage, was the most influential figure 
among these artists, whose art was largely at the service of the agitprop needs of the 
Soviet state.

The inclusion of Klucis as part of the history of art in Latvia is somewhat question
able; Iveta Derkusova, who has studied his artistic legacy, insists that while this artist 
cannot be excluded from Latvian collective memory, at the same time we need to recall 
that his artistry was integrated into the Latvian context only after the Second World 
War, and although most of his works are found in Riga, his contributions to art are 
first and foremost as part of the Russian avantgarde.22 He studied at the Riga City 
School of Art, and, whilst in military service during the First World War, attended a 
school run by the Imperial Society for the Encouragement of the Arts in Petrograd; he 
also took part in the February Revolution, in the armed October coup, and, as a volun
teer, joined the machinegun company of the 9th Regiment of Latvian Riflemen which 
guarded the Smolny Institute. Klucis moved to Moscow in 1918, where he lived for the 
remainder of his life, working to create experimental forms as an essential aspect in 
building a new type of society. He was also active in teaching and associated with the 
Constructivist publication, Леф, in addition to working with various groups of artists, 
including the Champions of the New Art (Утвердители нового искусства, УНОВИС), 
and the group October (Октябрь, 1928–1931), which defended the new, technologi
cally reproducible art media of their time against the inertia of traditional fine art, as 
well as taking part in the Latvian culture and education society Prometejs.

Klucis produced his first photomontage and Constructivist works around 1918. 
His works, variations of Dynamic Cities which were labelled as “paintingobjects”23 
(картина-вещь), may be regarded as a certain transition from Suprematist constel
lations of figures to agitational photomontage. The spatial designs created during the 
early 1920s by Klucis are noteworthy; these are different threedimensional objects 
(agitation stands, kiosks, etc.), examples of the impulse given by early Constructiv
ism to transform real spaces. He was profoundly inspired by the model for the Monu
ment to the Third International by Vladimir Tatlin and the spatial constructs of 

22 Derkusova, I. The Most Recognised Latvian [?] Artist in the World. Kunstiteaduslikke Uurimusi = Studies on 
Art and Architecture, 2012, Vol. 21, No. 3–4, p. 55.

23 Cancanoglu, M. Dinamiskā pilsēta — no bezpriekšmetiskās pasaules līdz vīzijai pārveidot pasauli = Tsant
sanoglu  M. Dynamic City: From the Nonobjective World to a Vision of Changing the World. Gustavs 
Klucis. Kāda eksperimenta anatomija = Gustavs Klucis. Anatomy of an Experiment. Derkusova, I. (Ed.). Rīga: 
Latvijas Nacionālais mākslas muzejs; Neputns, 2014, p. 43.
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 Fig. 4. Gustavs Klucis. Sketch for 
a poster, On the Front of Socialist 
Construction. 1927–1928. Paper, 
appliqué, photo collage, gouache, 
aluminium paint, charcoal, pencil, 
drawing ink. 54.8 × 35.6. LNMA. 
Photograph by Normunds Brasliņš, 
around 2005

 Alexander  Rodchenko. Although most of these designs 
never took material form, the ideas contained within them 
were useful for the creation of posters and in countless 
other graphic designs.

The innovative use of photomontage methods is seen 
in posters by Klucis (Fig. 4), and from the second half of 
the 1920s onwards these became his most important works 
of art. In his essay, “Photomontage as a New Type of Agita
tional Art”24 (1931) he asserted that drawings must give way 
to photographs for propaganda purposes, because the latter 
are more exact and lifelike in expressing a message more 
understandably to the masses. In the opinion of Klucis and 
his associates, the clarity and realism of typographically 
produced materials and photographs make it senseless to 
rely on artistic and graphic illustrations. At the same time, 
photographs on their own are insufficient, as they are static 
documents: they must serve as raw material to be combined 
with slogans, colour and graphical elements to achieve the 
desired effects.

One of the most successful projects realised by Klucis 
was a series of postcards issued in honour of the Moscow 
Spartakiad opened in 1928; he also designed the covers of 
art journals and newspapers, executed various commissions 
for applied graphics, produced designs for insignia and 
sportswear, set up exhibitions, etc. Klucis’ posters produced 
during the 1930s, at a time when the regime in the USSR 
was consolidating itself in the atmosphere of the cult of 
 Joseph Stalin, show a gradual shift of emphasis towards monumental images of the 
leaders, with evidence for traditional work done by hand, i.e. retouching of photo
graphs and inclusion of drawings producing a hyperrealistic result.  During the sec
ond half of the 1930s, Klucis started to paint more often, producing largely realistic 
landscapes, portraits, selfportraits and moderately expressive compositions with sof
tened borders of forms.

Shortly before his arrest in early 1938, Klucis was commissioned to set up the 
USSR Pavilion including monumental praise of Stalin at the 1937 International Exhi
bition of Modern Art and Technology in Modern Life  in Paris. Klucis was gradually 
rehabilitated after the end of the Stalinist regime, and one can agree that, “today his 
modern contributions outlive the transitory ‘ideological images’ of story telling.”.25 This 

24 Gustavs Klucis: Latvijas Nacionālā mākslas muzeja kolekcijas zinātniskais katalogs = Gustavs Klucis. Com-
plete Catalogue of Works in the Latvian National Museum of Art. Vol. 1. Derkusova, I. (Ed.). Rīga: Latvijas 
Nacionālais mākslas muzejs: Neputns, 2014, pp. 81–82.

25 Jeitss,  S. Gustavs Klucis un avangards  — no protomodernisma līdz 21.  gadsimta fotogrāfijas idejām  = 
Yates S. Gustavs Klucis and the AvantGarde: Proto Modernism to Photographic Ideas for the 21st century. 
Gustavs Klucis. Kāda eksperimenta anatomija, p. 80.
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Fig. 5. Aleksandrs Drēviņš. Dessicated Birch Tree. Altai. 
1930. Canvas, oil. 61 × 70. LNMM. Photograph by 
Normunds Brasliņš, 2015

legacy became particularly relevant in 
Latvia during the 1970s, when several 
young artists (Valdis Celms, Jānis 
Borgs, Māris Ārgalis, Artūrs Riņķis) 
created avantgarde environmental de
sign objects, extending the accepted 
borders of fine art.

Other experiments in Russia with 
painting and construction

Aleksandrs Drēviņš developed his 
own style of expressive pastose paint
ing, with recourse to geometric ab
stractions, while living in Russia dur
ing the 1920s and 1930s; his legacy has 
attracted the interest of scholars during 
recent decades, with extensive exhibi
tions being held of his works.26 As a 
refugee, Drēviņš had left Latvia for 

Moscow in 1915, and there he produced a series of powerful paintings featuring Lat
vian refugees. He became an active member of the art community in Moscow at the 
end of the second decade of the 20th century and in the early 1920s, but after a stint in 
teaching he devoted all of his time to painting, going on socalled creative missions to 
the Urals, the Altai, Armenia, and elsewhere in the Soviet Union. Between 1918 and 
1922, Drēviņš produced fully abstract works involving the dynamics of various geo
metric figures, mostly triangles arranged along a dominant diagonal line; around 1923 
he again turned to painting nature. The socalled Altai landscapes (Fig. 5) of Drēviņš 
feature particularly saturated hues and expressive textures, with simple themes such as 
mountains, a few trees, and, occasionally, a person.

During the early 1930s, he also produced laconic cityscapes featuring buildings, 
trees or figures in light, almost monochromatic tones. These works contain a reduced 
impression of nature, and are reminiscent of primitives, or children’s drawings, in 
terms of how space and objects are treated. Despite his consistent interest in real 
themes, the style favoured by Drēviņš did not conform to the precepts of Socialist Re
alism, and was evidence for his independent artistic spirit and ability to pursue con

26 Sokolov, K. Aleksandr Drevin, Nadezhda Udal’tsova: An Exhibition That Never Was.  Leonardo, 2002, 
Vol.  35, No.  3, pp. 263–269; Александр Древин: В музейных собраниях. Зелюкина, Т.  (сост.). Москва: 
Го сударственная Третьяковская галерея, RA, 2003; Стародубова,  В. Александр Древин (1889–1938): 
Живо пись, графика. Москва: Галарт; РА, 2005; Александр Древин и Надежда Удальцова: Живопись из 
со брания Государственной Третьяковской галереи и частных коллекций: каталог выставки в галерее 
«Дом Нащокина», январь – февраль 2008 года. Зелюкина, Т.  Александров, С.  (сост.). Москва: Вирту
аль ная галерея, 2008.
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Fig. 6. Kārlis Johansons’ 
construction at the exhibition of 
the Young Artists’ Association 
(Общество молодых 
художников, ОБМОХУ) in 
Moscow. 1921. Steel angles on 
a wood base, wire. Photograph 
from the personal archive of 
Vyacheslav Koleichuk

cepts of his own making, even under the most unfavourable of 
circumstances; beginning in the 1920s, his paintings earned 
growing criticism as formalism and deviation from the criteria 
for Soviet art. His style was globally part of the “new realisms” 
and alternatives to the avantgarde which flourished in Russia 
during the 1920s, and it may be described as “antigeometric 
minimalism,”27   with a limited range of forms, subjects and co
lours, dictated by the need simultaneously to deny naturalism, as 
well as its antithesis, the avantgarde.

Kārlis Johansons, a sculptor and painter born into a build
er’s family, earned recognition as someone whose works were 
useable in other fields. He first studied at the Riga City Art 
School, and, afterwards at the Art School in Penza; he decided to 
remain in Russia after graduating from the latter. Johansons 
fought with the Latvian Riflemen and documented events during 
the war, but in 1918 he turned to Constructivism, creating spa
tial works and sheets of graphics, as well as taking part in the 
“laboratory period” of discussion by Constructivists about the 
functional relationship of art with life and with manufacturing. 
Based on his view that the end result of art is to be found in techn
ology, Johansons stopped devoting his time to art around 1923, 
and, henceforward, took various administrative positions. 
 Johansons favoured crossshaped structures in all of his con
structions and compositions (Fig. 6), which makes up his most 
important contribution.28

The unique feature in the spatial constructions of Johansons 
when compared with the works of other Constructivists, the 
closest possibly being Aleksandr Rodchenko, was their static 
equilibrium achieved through the minimal use of kinetic elements. Johansons is 
known in the world in association with the tensegrity principle, which in the second 
half of the 20th century was discovered independently in the West, and which was used 
practically by other specialists, among them the sculptor Kenneth Snelson and archi
tect Buckminster Fuller, who introduced use of geodesic domes. Although Johansons 
may be considered to be the first to discover this principle, the steel wire available dur
ing his lifetime was not strong enough to allow the creation of large, practically useable 
constructions.

27 Деготь, Е. Русское искусство ХХ века. Москва: Трилистник, 2000, с. 132.
28 For more details see: Gough, M. In the Laboratory of Constructivism: Karl Ioganson’s Cold Structures. Oc-

tober, 1998, No.  84, pp.  91–117; Art into Life: Russian Constructivism 1914–1932. Seattle: The Henry Art 
Gallery, University of Seattle and New York: Rizzoli, 1990, pp. 54–55, 57–59, 64, 70, 88, 94, 264; Visionary 
Structures: From Johansons to Johansons. Astahovska, I. (Ed.). Riga: The Latvian Centre for Contemporary 
Art, 2015, pp. 46–52, 101–112.
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Fig. 7. Johann Walter. Trunks and Leaves. 1925. 
Paper, cardboard, oil. 73 × 62. LNMA. Photograph 
by Normunds Brasliņš, 2009

Intermediate stage of Impressionism and 
Abstractionism in Germany

A number of artists, mostly of German 
origin, at various time moved from Latvia to 
Germany to pursue a career following their 
artistic interests and tendencies. Johann 
 Walter (also WalterKurau from 1906 on
wards), one of the pioneers of Latvian na
tional painting, was one of these individuals; 
in older art history literature he was known 
by the Latvian version of his name as Jānis 
Valters. He moved to Germany in 1906 after 
the 1905 revolution had exacerbated relations 
between Latvians and local Germans, the lat
ter having enjoyed social privileges over se
veral centuries. Walter was engaged in teach
ing as well as artistic exploration first of all in 
Dresden, and then in Berlin. While many of 
his works from this period show certain 
Cézannelike features, the structure of works 
by Walter is more dynamic and dramatic than 
those by Paul Cézanne. However, he did not 

become a doctrinaire follower of Cézanne and his later works during the 1920s show 
essential changes.

During the first half of the 1920s, Walter also painted several works with forest 
themes, ones where the trunk and foliage are nearly Fauvist in their intense red, vio
let, yellow, and bluegreen tones (Fig. 7). A strong sense of rhythm and the occasional 
dramatic tonality allows these works to be compared with examples of German Ex
pressionism, for example, with those of Ernst Ludwig Kirchner. Kristiāna Ābele, who 
has studied the work of Walter, has even concluded that, “he emphasised to an even 
greater extent the possibilities for linear ornamentalism he saw in landscape themes 
than the classic The Bridge artist”.29 In his own words, Walter described his works as 
examples of “a missing transitional link between Impressionism and contemporary 
abstract painting”30, in this way distancing himself from an impressionistic view to
wards a harmonious interplay of autonomous elements of form. In the historio graphy 
of Walter, the transition to the despised “camp of modernists”31 was understandably 
seen during the early Soviet period as a deviation from the true path of realism, while 
today the delicate and unique synthesis, merging the experience of Fauvism, Cubism, 

29 Ābele, K. Johans Valters. Rīga: Neputns, 2009, 278. lpp.
30 WalterKurau, J. Unveröffentlichtes Manuskript, S. 69. Quoted from: Ābele, K. Johans Valters, 261. lpp.
31 Lapiņš, A., Eglītis, A. Jānis Valters. Rīga: Latvijas Valsts izdevniecība, 1953, 28. lpp.
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Fig. 8. Edgars Iltners. Masters of the Land. 1960. Canvas, oil. 
195 × 333. LNMA. Photograph  by Normunds Brasliņš, 2006

and Expressionism may be treated as 
an original contribution to a manyfa
ceted modernism, balancing on the 
border between an abstract and a re
pre sentational approach. The creative 
method of Walter was continued in 
Germany by a faithful group of stu
dents, with individual differences in 
emphasis, while a partially related ap
proach may be seen in Latvia in the ar
tistic endeavours of, for example, the 
expressive gestural painter Edvards 
Grūbe already in the second half of the 
20th century.32

The denial and attraction of the art of Soviet Latvia

The invasion of Latvia by the USSR in 1940 and the succeeding occupation by Nazi 
Germany (1941–1945) did not bring about general and substantial change in the visual 
arts, whereas the return of the Soviet system in 1945 undoubtedly marked the begin
ning of a new period. As is well known, the art scene in Latvia during the second half 
of the 20th century developed under the specific constraints of the USSR where the 
basis for creativity was the doctrine of Socialist Realism codified in 1934, which called 
for use of the “best” parts of the art legacy of mankind insulated from newest trends in 
the West. Thus, the academic and realist tradition in its Peredvizhniki33 version was a 
certain benchmark when critically evaluating all art developments after Impres sionism. 
This doctrine did change substantially over time, broadening and even becoming lost 
in “diversity”, which was, according to Rasma Lāce, an art critic of that era, a logical 
endresult of the development of Socialist Realism.34 The doctrine gradually accepted 
various modernised elements — colours, textures, a greater degree of abstraction — in 
the context of the socalled Severe Style of the end of the 1950s and the early 1960s 
(Fig. 8); in reaction to this expressive virtuosity, there was a search for mimetic detail
ing, paralleling Photorealism, during the 1970s–1980s, for example in the ideal reality 
developed by Bruno Vasiļevskis, etc.

Nevertheless, there was a certain specificity to Socialist Realism, since first of all, it 
called for the conservation of a particular tradition in respect to art types and genres.  

32 Ābele, K. Latviešu glezniecības lielās ērģeles. Edvards Grūbe. Gleznas 1963–2010 = The Great Organ of Lat
vian Painting. Edvards Grūbe. Paintings 1963–2010. Studija, Nr. 2, 2010, 10.17. lpp. Accessible at: http://
www.studija.lv/en/?parent=1011 (site last visited 08.04.2016)

33 Peredvizniki (The Wanderers) were related to the Society for Travelling Art Exhibitions active in Russia of 
the second half of the 19th century, known by scenes depicting the life of simple folks in the style of detailed 
Realism.

34 Lāce, R. Četri gadu desmiti. Literatūra un Māksla, Nr. 16, 1981, 17. apr., 2., 6. lpp.
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The priority was given to figural compositions on the themes of history and building 
of the new society, the portraits of leaders and heroes, only gradually accepting land
scapes and still life works. This excluded, or essentially marginalised both abstract ex
periments and phenomena such as installations, readymades, performance art, and 
other manifestations of art related to Western (neo) avantgardes. However, the first 
abstract works with collage elements (metal shavings, paper stickers, glass shards, and 
so forth) appeared at the end of the 1950s — early 1960s during the “Thaw”, or the un
masking of Stalinist policies, introduced by Nikita Khrushchev, which stimulated libe
ralisation of culture, hope and a search for novelty. A struggle waged throughout the 
entire USSR against formalism started in 1962 after the socalled Manège Exhibition, 
when all of these kinds of work were forced out of the official exhibition life; however, 
a certain compromise was found between those who followed a “strict line”, and those 
who favoured liberalisation, allowing experiments with form to be made in applied art 
and design. Decorative rather than ideological tasks were set for the latter sectors; for 
example, what could not be tolerated in an oil painting on canvas could be executed in 
a tapestry.

Another route to extending the allowable boundaries of art was offered by describ
ing kinetic art, OpArt, PopArt elements as exploration of design possibilities (where 
both abstract and spatial forms were more acceptable). A separate category of non
traditional artistic activities is associated with performances which were influenced by 
the hippy subculture, political activities of the times (for example, those by leftwing 
radicals), as well as the language of Christian symbols; the performances staged by 
Andris Grīnbergs deserve to be mentioned, and these have attracted scholarly interest 
from abroad.35 Experiments bordering on what was allowed also took place in the 
 cinema and pantomime sectors. Surrealist elements appeared all too evidently in 
painting, the graphic arts and scenography, despite efforts to combat these as evil devi
ations from Socialist Realism.

Those artists who had ignored the precepts imposed by the political regime and 
who had lived in their “personal time”, which was the title of an important exhibition 
of art from the Baltic, held in 1996 in Poland,36 also attracted scholarly interest dur
ing the first decade of recovered independence. Notably, the axiological aspects or 
values of art were closely related to the resistance offered to the dictates of Soviet 
power and the doctrine of Socialist Realism associated with it. The “voices” which 
had been  silenced were recovered (this was similar to rehabilitation in the West of 
marginalised groups, races, and nations) in the 1990s, yet the process of discovering 
artists who in various ways ignored official art processes or who had been pushed out 
of the system is still far from complete. The loner Ādolfs Zārdiņš37 is one such indi
vidual, who produced provocative images of women in the Art Deco manner, another 

35 See: Svede, M. All You Need is Lovebeads: Latvia’s Hippies Undress for Success. Style and Socialism: Moder-
nity and Material Culture in Post-War Eastern Europe. Reid, S. E., Crowley, D. (eds.). Oxford: Berg, 2000, 
pp. 189–208.

36 Personal Time: Art of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, 1945–1996: [Exhibition catalogue], 9  September  – 
13 October 1998, Warsaw. Rottenberg, A. (Ed.). Warsaw: Zachęta Gallery of Contemporary Art, 1996.

37 Pestova, L. Ādolfs Zārdiņš. Rīga: Neputns, 2004.
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Fig. 9. Visvaldis Ziediņš. Artification (Based on stories by 
Edgar Allan Poe). 1978. Cardboard, canvas, wood, gloves, oil. 
50 × 53. Collection of Galerija 21. Photograph by Jānis Pipars, 
2012

is Zenta Logina,38 whose abstract designs 
were woven as tapestries by her sister, 
two Fauvism adepts, Ērika Gulbe39 and 
Leonīds Āriņš,40 the unusual Surrealist 
Vladimirs Glušenkovs,41 while Visvaldis 
Ziediņš42 deserves special mention, be
cause while working as a designer in 
Liepāja, he created collages in the spirit 
of the Fluxus movement,  assemblages, 
installations and objects by transform
ing found items and using reflections in 
the Soviet press critical of Western art 
(Fig. 9). Thus we must conclude that the 
widespread perception that there was 
no alternative, oppositional art, which 
in the world is labelled as nonconfor
mism derived from the Russian context, 
must be dismissed as inaccurate.

Recent scholarly studies allow us to 
broaden our knowledge about holes in 
the Iron Curtain and the individuals 
who integrated impressions thus gained 
into their art. An important contribu
tion to understanding of that era is the project “Documentation and preservation of 
Soviet period nonconformist cultural heritage for the collection of the Contemporary 
Art Museum of Latvia”,43 within which a book containing a collection of interviews, 
documents, and images44 was published, seeking to encompass and reconcile two ap
parently contradictory aspects. Without ignoring the repressive nature of the regime, it 
intended to pass on to future generations a complete collection of creative biographies. 
Helēna Demakova, who compiled this book, insists that: “Myths prevail in the West 
about the general dullness of the Soviet system, something that is actually hard to dis
agree with, apart from the fact that thinking is something that takes place not in the 
system, but in the mind of each individual. In the Soviet period, too, there were clever 

38 Borgs, J. Loginas zvaigznājs mītu miglājā. Studija, No. 5, 2011, 30.–41. lpp.
39 Ērika Gulbe: Gleznas: [Catalogue]. Lejasmeijere, I. (sast.) Rīga: Neputns, 2001.
40 Cēbere, G. Leonīds Āriņš: Glezniecība, zīmējumi, dienasgrāmatas. Rīga: Neputns, 2007.
41 Auziņa,  D. Cits un tas pats Vladimirs Glušenkovs Borisa dēls. Mākslas Vēsture un Teorija, Nr.  14, 2011, 

30.–36. lpp.
42 Kulakova, I. Kustība. Visvaldis Ziediņš. Rīga: Galerija 21, 2012. In English: Kulakova, I. Movement. Visvaldis 

Ziediņš. Riga: Galerija 21, 2012.
43 A collection of nonconformist art works was created within this project, together with a considerable quan

tity of information thanks to support from the EEA and Norway Financial Instrument.
44 The Self. Personal Journeys to Contemporary Art: the 1960s–80s in Soviet Latvia. Demakova, H. Riga: Minis

try of Culture of the Republic of Latvia, 2011.
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and truly talented people”.45 A spectrum rich with nuances about the relationship be
tween art and the authorities is revealed while questioning a simplistic contrast pitting 
committed Socialist Realism against underground nonconformism. However, despite 
the fact that the use of the term nonconformism is rejected both by the artists them
selves and by researchers, the American art historian Mark Svede admits in his article, 
“An Aggressive Apologia for the Nonconformist Paradigm”, that the nonconformist 
model is not to be abandoned in regard to art in Latvia — if not only because of those 
artists who truly sacrificed themselves in the name of artistic truth.46

Starting early in the 21st century, researchers in Latvia have paid increasing atten
tion also to the mainstream phenomena of the Soviet period. The Polish scholar Piotr 
Piotrowski, in assessing how art exhibitions are assembled in postcommunist coun
tries, focusses on two trends — traumaphobia and traumaphilia, namely rejection of a 
traumatic past, and its acceptance once it is “reworked” (without, however, defining the 
boundary between a “healthy” reassessment and the possible exaltation of being a vic
tim of history).47 The exhibition Laikmeta liecinieki (Witnesses to an Era) (2002) by the 
Artists’ Union of Latvia and a voluminous collection  of articles48 tends to remind one 
of a traumaphobia tendency, in that the only valuable “good” art of the period is one 
that to the least possible extent reflected Soviet ideology and reality, whereas the exten
sive exhibition Padomjzemes mitoloģija (Mythology of the Soviet Land) (2008), and its 
associated conference and collection of articles49 shows an insouciant traumaphilia in 
its orientation towards Soviet, even kitsch Stalinist art legacy: “Enough time has now 
passed to allow us to return to the art which was created during the period when so
cialism was being constructed and to consider it with the interest of researchers. This is 
a unique heritage, one which demonstrates the way in which art and politics interact. 
The art of Socialist Realism, indeed, was an instrument of ideology”.50 Despite this le
gacy continuing to be quite unappealing to those who experienced the regime, Western 
enthusiasm about this “exotic art” is joined by an interested younger generation of 
scholars who have a more or less objectively distanced appreciation of this legacy.51

45 The Self, p. 20.
46 Švēde,  M.  A. Kareivīga nonkonformistu paradigmas apoloģija  = An Aggressive Apologia for the Non

conformist Paradigm. Atsedzot neredzamo pagātni = Recuperating the Invisible Past. Astahovska, I. (sast.). 
[Rīga]: Laikmetīgās mākslas centrs, 2012, p. 61. 

47 Piotrowski,  P. New Museums in EastCentral Europe: Between Traumaphobia and Traumaphilia. 1968–
1989. Political Upheaval and Artistic Change. Bishop, C., Dziewanska, M. (eds.). Warsaw: Museum of Mo
dern Art, 2009, pp. 148–166.

48 Latvijas Mākslinieku savienības mākslas darbu kolekcija: Glezniecība: Laikmeta liecinieki: 20. gs. 60., 70. un 
80. gadi. Baranovska, I. (sast.). Rīga: LMS, 2002.

49 Padomjzemes mitoloģija = Mythology of the Soviet Land. Muzeja raksti 1. Ansone, E. (sast.). Rīga: LNMM: 
Mantojums, 2009.

50 Ansone, E. Padomjzemes mitoloģija [Ievads] = Mythology of the Soviet Land [Introduction]. Padomjzemes 
mitoloģija = Mythology of the Soviet Land, p. 11.

51 Rudovska, M. Staļina laika sabiedrisko ēku arhitektūra Latvijas PSR 20. gs. 40.–50. gadi (Stalinist architec
ture of public buildings in the Latvian SSR. 1940s–1950s, MA paper), Rīga: Latvijas Mākslas akadēmija, 
2009; Kāle, S. Latvijas sociālistiskā reālisma glezniecības ikonogrāfija PSRS kanonisko paraugu un analoģiju 
kontekstā (Iconography of Socialist Realism in Latvian painting in the context of the canonic examples and 
analogies of the USSR, MA paper), Rīga: Latvijas Mākslas akadēmija, 2010; and others.
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A number of recent publications of monographic scope, including catalogues, col
lections of articles, and albums consider the Soviet period,52 with an overall conclusion 
that most of the creative individuals can be described as neither Soviet “court artists” 
nor conscious dissidents — they worked within the limits dictated by the times and by 
the regime, but often suffered from subjective attempts at regulating art, and their 
works resulted from a complex interplay between opposition and adaptation. Boriss 
Bērziņš was an artist whose adaptation of modernism under the conditions of socia
lism proved to be most original.53 In his early works he developed an unusual “tube” 
style comprising dynamic intersection of lines of colour which call to mind a distant 
relationship with the style of his favourite artist, Vincent van Gogh; later the works of 
Bērziņš consisted of smoothly laid out areas of similar colours with an emphasis on 
lines. While his balanced still lifes are visible transformations of the Cubist tradition, 
the occasional dramatic fragmentation approached abstraction, yet his arsenal of 
themes (country life, celebration of seasonal rites, etc.) give his works an unmistakea
bly original, local accent, which emphasises continuity of a “solid foundation” for the 
nation during the Soviet period.

Egons Spuris, remained within allowable boundaries in photography, yet he pro
duced the series, Rīga. Proletarian Districts. The Late 19th Century — the Early 20th 
Century, which is now part of the Cultural Canon of Latvia.54 The title accorded official 
legitimacy to the theme, while the series consisted of wellcomposed images portray
ing humble abodes in a slightly surreal and existentially tense manner. “Spuris created 
a new, rich aesthetic vernacular which set a precedent for fine art photography in the 
Baltic States, particularly Latvia and Russia. His Zenlike approach to life projects an 
understanding of how material objects and life’s competitive preoccupations often 
blind an individual from having experience of any significant universal human 
worth.”55

Latvian artists living in exile in the West

Artists in Soviet Latvia were obliged to a greater or lesser degree to accept the 
strictures of Socialist Realism, if only to be able to exhibit their works and to receive 
the instruments and materials needed for their work; however, those artists who had 

52 Maija Tabaka: Personālizstāde Valsts Mākslas muzejā, 12.11.2004.–02.01.2005. Riņķe, I. (sast.) Rīga: Rīgas 
Galerija, 2004; Bruno Vasiļevskis. Rīga: Neputns, 2005; Imants Vecozols: [Reprodukciju albums]. Treija, A. 
(sast.). Rīga: Galerija “Daugava”, Jumava, 2008; Auseklis Baušķenieks. Slava, L. (sast.) Rīga: Neputns: SIA 
“Alfor”, 2010; Konstante, I. Leo Kokle. 1924–1964: Monogrāfisks albums. Rīga: Neputns, 2005; Konstante, I. 
Jānis Osis. 1926–1991. Rīga: Neputns, 2009; etc.

53 See: Boriss Bērziņš. Slava, L. (sast.). Rīga: Neputns, 2003.
54 http://www.kulturaskanons.lv/en/1/5/64/ (site last visited 08.04.2016).
55 Browne,  P. Egons Spuris: The Proletarian Districts of Riga in the Late 19th and Early 20th Century. Egons 

Spuris. Rīga –19th and Early 20th Century Proletarian Districts, 1975–1988. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
Re public of Latvia; Eurasia Publications: Athens, 2015, p. 19.
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Fig. 10. Vija Celmiņa. Starry Field. 2010. Paper, mezzotint. 
59.5 × 84.8.  LNMM. Photograph taken from the LNMA 
archive of digital images

fled the country at the end of the Second 
World War, and descendants of refugees 
who lived in various Western countries 
were able to display their artistic talents 
under completely different circumstances.56 
Artists who had been educated and who 
had earned a reputation while still in Latvia 
(Augusts Annuss, Valde mārs Tone, Ludolfs 
Liberts, Sigismunds Vidbergs, and others) 
largely continued with and modified the 
traditions of realistic art, treating the harsh 
life of refugees, as well as other themes as
sociated with Latvia, as well as portraying 
life in their new countries of residence.

However, a number of artists living in 
exile in the USA were influenced by Ab
stract Expressionism. Edvīns Strautmanis 

painted with a flat brush on large format canvases in an Abstract Expressionist man
ner, combining horizontal, vertical and diagonal swathes of colour; a brighter and 
more dynamic version of gestural painting was cultivated by Ojārs Šteiners. Sigurds 
Vīdzirkste developed in a different direction, that of “cybernetic art”,57 initially draw
ing inspiration from Barnett Newman. During the 1960s, he created his own original 
technique which consisted of grouping protruding dots on the surface of painting, fol
lowing an algorithm, thus demonstrating an interest in the rhythmic repetition of ele
mentary minimalist forms. Raimonds Staprāns, who lived in California, and who was 
influenced by the work of Richard Diebenkorn, belongs to the Bay Area Figurative 
School of painting, and his bright, contrasting still lifes and landscapes reveal the play 
of light and shadow of this region. Laris Strunke, who settled in Sweden, may be 
counted as an artist whose style was nearly abstract; at the same time, his large format 
canvases hint at the rough reality of northern nature. Imants Tillers, who lived in 
Australia, is known for his huge compositions made up of separate tilelike elements, 
use of quotations from the work of other artists, appropriations, as well as inclusion of 
elements of Australian aboriginal culture in a postmodernist style.

Vija Celmiņa, resident in the USA, has achieved the widest international visibility 
in the art world (Fig. 10); her works have been associated with PopArt, Minimalism, 
and Photorealism, but they have been difficult to place into any single category of 
trends, which might be one reason for their appeal. Initially she portrayed various or
dinary objects, then later she turned out works in a graphical style on themes of the 
starry sky, the expanse of oceans, deserts and spider webs. “So Vija Celmins’ works are 

56 For more details about this issue, see: Latviešu māksla trimdā = Latvian Art in Exile. Lamberga, D. (sast.). 
Rīga: LNMM and Neputns, 2013.

57 Vanaga, A. Sigurda Vīdzirkstes kibernētiskā glezniecība: Pazaudētais kods. Mākslas Vēsture un Teorija, Nr. 9, 
2007, 35.–44. lpp.
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not so much about the illusionist repro
duction of photographic reality as a sen
sual and intellectual reflection on the ap
pearance of the works, their structure, the 
dimensions of their pictorial spaces and 
their ambivalent degree of abstraction. 
What is unusual and unique about this is 
that these are not nonrepresentational 
pictures but seductive landscapes that by 
and large should be viewed like ab
stracts.”58

Trespassers during the 1980s

The 1980s was a time of significant 
transformation of art in Latvia. At the be
ginning of the decade the force majeure of the Soviet system was evident through iner
tia, but at the end, censorship disappeared and forms of artistic expression underwent 
radical diversification. An important role was played by the Days of Art which had 
began in 1959; during these annual occurrences, various activities were organised in 
the urban environment whose scope grew throughout the 1970s and the beginning of 
the 1980s, as artists’ workshops were opened to visitors, etc. An exhibition titled Na-
ture. Environment. Man initiated by artist and theoretician Ojārs Ābols was held in the 
framework of the Days of Art in Riga in St Peter’s Church in 1984, described as a cer
tain “change of paradigm.”59 At this exhibition the general public was able to see for the 
first time installations and objects alongside paintings and graphics covering subjects 
pertaining to the environment and responsibility, which were acceptable to the Soviet 
authorities, too.

The series of actions, The Bronze Man (1987–1991), by Miervaldis Polis, who 
initially was an adept of Photorealism, was one of the most vivid episodes of crossing 
the borders of what was allowed during the 1980s (Fig. 11), wherein he pretended 
to be a “living sculpture”, in this way toying with the everpresent Soviet tradition 
of erecting bronze monuments. The American art historian Amy Bryzgel stresses 
that, “in a society that for nearly fifty years had been collectivised and homogenized 
under repressive Soviet rule, Polis’s performances as the Bronze Man constituted a 
startling reassertion of an individual, unique identity, for both artist and viewer. (...) 
As such, the Bronze Man performances paralleled changes taking place in Latvia 

58 Butin, H. Here, look at this. And look at it again and look at it again. Vija Celmins’ Desert, Sea and Star 
Pictures. Vija Celmins. Wüste, Meer & Sterne = Desert, Sea & Stars. Friedrich, J. (Ed.). Köln: König, 2011, 
p. 38.

59 Borgs,  J. Māksla Latvijā 20. gs. otrajā pusē = Art in Latvia in the Latter Half of the 20th Century. Robež-
pārkāpēji. 80. gadu māksla = Trespassers. The Art of the 80s. Astahovska, I. (sast.). Rīga: Laikmetīgās māk slas 
centrs, 2005. (CD)

Fig. 11. The action by Miervaldis Polis, Bronze Man  
in Riga. 1987. Photograph by Atis Ieviņš, from LCCA 
archive
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at that time, when citizens were closely scrutinising and 
questioning the false layers applied to the history of their 
country”.60 

A phenomenon specific to the second half of the 1980s 
was the socalled super graphics61 — large format works pro
duced by silkscreen printing (Ojārs Pētersons, Andris Breže, 
Kristaps Ģelzis, Juris Putrāms, and others), which in an ironic 
or dramatic fashion interpreted the signs, symbols, and con
tradictions of late Soviet society with recourse to a vocabu
lary close to that of NeoExpressionism. Works by the “young 
and angry” painter Aija Zariņa shocked a public accustomed 
to formally aesthetic works, and also earned loud objections 
from official circles during the 1980s. The emphatic Primitiv
ism of these works — a unique mix of Fauvism, Cubism, and 
Art Brut styles (Fig. 12)  — expanded appreciation of art in 
the local consciousness, despite at first being reproached as 
technically feeble. The artist, together with Ieva Iltnere, San
dra Krastiņa, Jānis Mitrēvics, Ģirts Muižnieks, and Edgars 
Vērpe, formed a group whose activities significantly coin
cided with the rise during the 1980s of NeoExpressionism 
and the Transavantgarde movements in Western painting. 
Works by these artists signalled substantial changes in the 
fine arts when they executed the exhibitionstyle group ac
tion or open workshop Maigās svārstības (Gentle Fluctua
tions) (1990). In this action, artists worked in front of an 

 audience, and, once their works were completed, the exhibition came to an end. A 
number of individual expressions close to Soviet SotsArt took place at the turn of the 
1980s–1990s in works by the group of artists LPSR Z, and by Leonards Laganovskis 
individually.

The activities of the group of artists NSRD (Nebijušu sajūtu restaurēšanas darb-
nīca — The Workshop for the Restoration of Unfelt Feelings, founded by Juris Boiko and 
Hardijs Lediņš) were interdisciplinary in their nature. This group was “…one of the most 
significant phenomena in the broadening of the boundaries of artistic understanding in 
Latvia. From 1982 to 1989, it worked as an alternative to the professional art of the 1980s 
involving various artists, musicians, architects and others. NSRD was responsible for in
troducing numerous essential innovations into the Latvian environment through the 
experimental merging of different media and art forms — performance, actions, video 
art, music etc. as well as influencing the alternative music scene in Latvia.”62 Doubts 

60 Brizgela, E. Bronzas cilvēks un bezpajumtnieks: Performance Latvijā tolaik un tagad. Personība mākslas pro-
cesos. Ābele, K. (sast.). Rīga: Neputns: Mākslas vēstures pētījumu atbalsta fonds, 2012, 218.–219. lpp. Pub
lished in English: Bryzgel, A. Performing the East: Performance Art in Russia, Latvia and Poland since 1980. 
London: IB Tauris, 2013, p. 125. See also: Brizgela E. Miervaldis Polis. Rīga: Neputns, 2015.

61 Austriņš, R. Supergrafiķi = Supergraphics Artists. Riga: Neputns, 2008.
62 Traumane, M., Astahovska, I. Nebijušu sajūtu restaurēšanas darbnīca. Robežpārkāpēji. 80. gadu māksla.

Fig. 12. Aija Zariņa. He and She 
(diptych). 1986. Cardboard, 
nitrocellulosebased colour, oil. 
275 × 82. LNMA. Photograph  by 
Normunds Brasliņš, 2007
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Fig. 13. Action, House in Bolderāja, 
undertaken by the group The Workshop 
for the Restoration of Unfelt Feelings. 
Hardijs Lediņš during the walk to 
Bolderāja, April 1984. Photograph by 
Juris Boiko, from the LCCA archive

about their belonging to the field of art may be considered 
as the precondition for the group undergoing a postmod
ern development of their “original method of working”,63 
comparable with similar activities elsewhere, for example, 
by the Moscow group of Conceptualists, Collective Actions 
(Коллективные действия). The latter engaged in activi
ties which were similar to the legendary annual actions 
undertaken by Lediņš and his peers such as the walk to 
Bolderāja (1980–1987, 2002), with their route following 
the railway track on the outskirts of Riga (Fig. 13).

Spatial experiments of the 1990s

All restrictions on artistic expression and interna
tional contacts were lifted with the restoration of Latvia’s 
independence in 1991, while the art market favoured cre
ation of either partially or fully abstract, formally aes
thetic or retrospectively stylised examples of fine arts. 
The opening of borders and the freedom to travel allowed 
artists to catch up at an accelerated tempo with what their 
Western colleagues had achieved over several decades. 
The Soros Centre for Contemporary Art-Riga (SCCA, 
from 2000 onwards, the Latvian Centre for Contempo
rary Art) established in 1993 was instrumental in terms 
of supporting experimental art trends and their docu
mentation. Latvia was one of the many postSoviet countries where organisations 
 financed by the billionaire George Soros supported explorations for new directions in 
art. During the 1990s, their annual exhibitions were the central platform for manifes
tations of socalled contemporary art as well as the main annual art event. Each exhi
bition had its own curator (then a new profession in the local context), who selected 
the works as well as the themes, allowing a reasonably broad interpretation.

The first exhibition held by the SCCA, Zoom Factor (curator Juris Boiko) was de
voted to aspects of changes of focus, while the second, The State (curator Ivars Run
kovskis), both in 1994,  featured studies of the relations between art and state authori
ties, the latter organising society, and was held in various museums and art galleries, 
including in the Baroque “pearl”  Rundāle Palace, which has been built according to a 
design by Fran cesco Rastrelli. The third annual exhibition by the SCCA, Monument 
(1995) (curator Helēna Demakova) was an important step in drawing public attention 
to the urban environment of Riga, affording artists the opportunity to treat various 

63 Traumane, M. “Doubts on Art” as a Constructive Project: The Case of the “Unfelt Feelings Restoration 
Workshop”. The KUMU Art Museum’s Fall Conference: Shared Practices: The Intertwinement of the Arts in the 
Cul ture of Socialist Eastern Europe. [Abstracts.] Tallinn: KUMU Art Museum, 2015.
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Fig. 14. Oļegs Tillbergs. Waiting for the Berlin Train. 1994. 
Installation from the exhibition Zoom Factor. 3.2 × 20 × 10 m. 
Photograph by Jānis Buls, from the LCCA archive

sites of monuments (past, planned or 
existing), so as to interpret their se
mantic meaning past or present. The 
fourth annual SCCA exhibition, Geo-
Ģeo (1996, curator Jānis  Borgs), was 
held at the Pedvāle Open Air Art Mu
seum established by the sculptor Ojārs 
Feldbergs, who not only exhibits sculp
tures but also organises many kinds of 
performances and other activities. In 
this exhibition, geometry as a regular 
structure created by people was con
fronted with the natural and unpre
dictable forms of geography. The fifth 
annual SCCA exhibition Opera (1997) 
was held on the premises of Daile The
atre (curator Solvita Krese), including 

a musical show combining Minimalism and postmodern elements titled Rolstein 
on the Beach (Hardijs Lediņš, Kaspars Rolšteins). The sixth annual SCCA exhibition, 
Venstpils. Transit. Terminal (1998–1999) was held in two parts, over two years (cu
rator Kristaps  Ģelzis). Motifs of movement as a factor for change and terminus 
(stopping, traditions), as well as the city of Ventspils with its oil terminal as a new 
Kuwait, were examined in different ways. One unusual activity was the agitation 
train Riga–Ventspils, with contemporary art exhibited in its carriages; the penetra
tion of art into the urban environment was compared with how a virus very nearly 
merges with its surroundings yet transforms them in unforeseen ways. This exhibi
tion completed the cycle of activities by Soros Centre for Contemporary ArtRiga, 
with further activities undertaken by the Latvian Centre for Contemporary Art 
which continued and also transformed experimental artistic traditions in the new 
millennium.

These exhibitions allowed a certain differentiation of the interests and forms of ex
pression between the first and second generation of Conceptualists to emerge. The 
achievements of the first generation of Conceptualists may be described as “meta
phoric” or “poetic” installations evident in the creative, Fluxusstyle experimental 
works of Oļegs Tillbergs, who used aircraft bodies, sheets soaked in oil, heaps of dung 
and other objects in his largeformat works as a sensitive interpretation of local histor
ical realities. For example, enormous barrels for fermenting cabbage were displayed 
alongside machines from former railway stations in his work Waiting for the Berlin 
Train (Fig. 14), an allegory about the longinterrupted relations with Europe, referring 
to the direct railroad link to Berlin from the interwar period. In 1994, Tillbergs was 
also awarded the prestigious Ars Fennica prize, recognising that his art differed from 
Easter European clichés: “Tillbergs’ works, however, are not only created parallel to 
actual courses of time. (...) Confident like a sleepwalker, Tillbergs moves through sep
arated social and cultural spheres. He does not turn this into a programme, but tries to 
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Fig. 15. Kristaps Ģelzis. Mulder. 2000. Digital print from 
the exhibition Baltic Security, Arlanda Airport, Stockholm. 
Property of the artist. Photograph by Kristaps Ģelzis

stimulate an upward trend for his works 
of art: lucky coincidence at the right 
time and at the right place.”64

Andris Breže worked in a manner 
similar to Fluxus and typical of the arte 
povera trend (setting up piles of wood, 
coal, moss and other natural materials). 
Ojārs Pētersons, a master producer of 
ironic orangecoloured installations, 
also belongs to the first generation of 
Conceptualists. For example, his up
ended Great Orange Triumphal Arch 
(1994) was intended as an indirect com
ment about the relative nature of rulers 
and power. Kristaps Ģelzis also belongs 
to this generation, and his readymades, 
objects and digital images include pop 
culture forms (Fig. 15); his art, which 
can be reminiscent of American post 
conceptualism, can be seen as the encounter of Minimalist and Conceptualist tradi
tions with the traumatic experience of the Soviet cultural space.65 Sarmīte Māliņa 
continues to create various emotionally saturated constellations of readymade items. 
The socalled secondgeneration Conceptualists tended to be more discrete and re
strained in their works, for example, Anita Zabiļevska, whose video installation Five 
Identical Landscapes (1994) earned an award from an international jury. It accentuated 
changing conditions in perception, comparing the static space of a painting and a 
video image that changes over time.

Another secondgeneration Conceptualist, Ēriks Božis, who has a tendency either 
to change a little or to change a lot in the scale, proportions and other characteristic 
dimensions of everyday items, set up an unreachable public telephone, For Local Con-
versations (Fig. 16), not far from a controversial Sovietera monument named in hon
our of the Latvian Red Riflemen. The historical assessment of “how red” the riflemen 
were is comparable with such an impossible telephone conversation. At the same time, 
secondgeneration Conceptualism has been described as message art, which is ori
ented towards more direct and clearer communication with viewers, and less con
cerned with the metaphorical associative qualities of objects and materials.66 The in
stallations and objects created by Gints Gabrāns, which raise themes of violence and 

64 Nīferss,  K. Konjunktūra un mīts  = Nievers,  K. Conjuncture: Business Cycle and Myth. Oļegs Tillbergs: 
Konjunktur: Konjunktūra: Suhdanne: Conjuncture. Nievers, K., Karvonen, K. (eds.). Kiel: Stadtgalerie im 
Sophienhf, 1994, p. 17.

65 Švēde, M. A. KRIX jeb Vai jūs pazīstat cilvēku, kurš jums uzbruka? = Svede, M. A. KRIX or Can You Identify 
the Man Who Assaulted You? Kristaps Ģelzis: Darbu katalogs. Riņķe, I. (sast.). Rīga: Rīgas Galerija, 2005, 
p. 4.

66 Šteimane, I. Jānis Viņķelis. Rīga: Neputns, 2003, 76. lpp..
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occasionally appear to paraphrase ex
amples of iconic Conceptualism, with 
frequent recourse to the language of Pop 
Art, are among such works. Other se
condgeneration of Conceptualists such 
as Jānis Viņķelis, Miķelis Fišers, and 
Andris Frīdbergs, have created works 
in a similar, although more scandalous 
manner.

The experimental tendencies cha
rac teristic of the 1990s were evident in 
the way many painters, sculptors, and 
practitioners of applied art sought to go 
outside the framework of the fine arts, 
as can be seen in the experimental in
stallation Bacon for All the State (1994) 
by the painter Jānis  Mitrēvics, which 
can be regarded as reference to the 
1930s symbol of prosperity of agra rian 
Latvia. In contrast to the carcasses ex
hibited by the British artist Damien 
Hirst, the dried meats of Mitrēvics 
were both aesthetically and sensually 
(in terms of smells) more pleasant. 
Largeformat examples of projects ap
proximating land art appeared at this 
time, for example Head of the Holy 
 Virgin by Aija  Zariņa, (Fig. 17) which 
may be compared with the largescale 
restructuring of landscape features by 
Robert Smithson. For their part, the 
textile artists Egils Rozenbergs, Zaiga 
Putrāma, and Pēteris Sidars created 
 spatial objects out of materials such as 
ropes, fibres, metal wires, laminated 
snake skins, etc., while sculptors, such 
as Aigars Bikše and Kristaps Gulbis 
 created installations out of ready 
mades and other items, which corre
sponded to the wide spectrum of neo
avantgarde trends.

Some links may be identified with 
feminist movements which are widespread in the world, but weak in the Latvian con
text, in the activities of a group of female artists founded in 1997, The Project of the 

Fig. 17. Aija Zariņa. Head of the Holy Virgin. 1996. At the 
exhibition Geo-Ģeo. Photograph by Jānis Deināts, from the 
LCCA archive

Fig. 16. Ēriks Božis. For Local Conversations. 1995. Object from 
the exhibition Monument. Photograph by Jānis Buls, from the 
LCCA Archive
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Fig. 18. Latvian National Women’s League. Madame Butterfly 
from the project Hearts. 1997. The exhibition Opera. 
Photograph by Jānis Deināts, from the LCCA archive

Latvian National Women’s League 
(based on an initiative of Inga Štei
mane). Members of this group took 
part in the annual exhibitions organised 
by the SCCA, and in separate actions; 
however, these activities were short
lived and in the new millennium the 
group reoriented its activities in other 
sectors. The cycle of colour photo
graphs, Hearts (Fig. 18), which was on 
display in the exhibition Opera, showed 
the members of the group taking on the 
roles of famous opera heroines, slightly 
reminiscent of the famous photographs 
by Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Stills. 
Group activities in opposition to the 
cult of the solitary creative genius may 
be compared with the Guerilla Girls of 
New York; however, the latter were un
doubtedly more aggressive and provo
cative.

Art projects appeared in Latvia during the mid1990s with a distinct flavour of 
social critique, which sought not only to display art in public places, but also to break 
into popular culture and the entertainment industry, as well as often raising the ques
tion as to the effectiveness of such a critical message. One can mention here the 
 multi media projects of the Art Office Open (Kaspars Vanags, Ilze Strazdiņa; Open, 
1995; Biosport, 1996; Aktuelle Tanzen, 1997, Party Animals / Animal Farm, 2001, etc.). 
The project T-Shroom (2000) by the office Open gained recognition and evoked signif
icant resonance by its portrayal of how the act of buying and selling is glorified in 
consumer society. The project consisted of a shop selling a traditional popular drink 
fermented at home, a commercial advertising campaign, interviews with tea growers, 
etc., as a parody of the worldwide triumph of CocaCola with a kind of local alterna
tive beverage. The apogee of the socially critical approach was evident in the project, 
Subvertising Campaign on the Streets of Riga (2001), which sought to familiarise the 
public of Latvia with elements of neoMarxist situationist theory and practice a la 
Guy Debord, as well as with other views on global problems held by anarchists, vari
ous radicals and representatives of subcultures. For example, posters were put up in 
Riga protesting the rapacity of large Western corporations, the exploitation of slave 
labour and consumer brainwashing programming people to buy ever more unneces
sary items. However, this position appeared to be, after only ten years of living in 
capitalism, an overly elaborated and not very relevant transplant from a foreign envi
ron ment.

The relative weight of electronic media and multimedia projects increased around 
the turn of the millennium based on the use of computer programmes and video 
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 technology, digital sound systems, live broadcasts and other ways to communicate via 
the internet. The Electronic Art and Media Centre E-Lab (Rasa Šmite, Raitis Šmits, 
Jānis Garančs, Arvīds Alksnis, and others) was established in 1996. “ELab deliberately 
chose networking as the main field for both — its strategy and form of organization — 
while communication (in the broadest sense of its meaning) was the key element in its 
activities and creative explorations. ELab artists were approaching the Internet as a 
means (and tool) for social communication and exchanging information and as a new 
space for artistic selfexpression and to carry out experimental collaborative art 
 projects.”.67  In 2000, E-Lab was transformed into the Centre for New Media Culture, 
RIXC, which continues today to offer studies of media theory, an education pro
gramme, creative workshops, interdisciplinary exhibitions and conferences, paying 
special attention to various aspects of the intersection of art and science, sustainable 
development, and ecology.

Overall, one must concur with the conclusions drawn by Ieva Astahovska, that 
“… the art of the 1990s in this region — especially in comparison to the West — was 
asocial: the metaphoric and aesthetic expression of one generation was replaced in the 
next with a deconstruction of aesthetics and content, which, while still preserving in
terest in art ‘as such’, provocatively / ironically portrayed all representations of the 
symbolical forms of culture and contemporary reality ... as artificial and removed from 
actual reality.”.68 Leftist discourse and politically engaged art was not accepted, prima
rily due to the socialist past. In general, artists during the 1990s used natural materials, 
as well as manufactured materials (including those from the end of the 20th century), 
objects, signs, clichés, and other interconnections, to express their existential experi
ences through a metamorphosis of meaning and interpretation. Installations and ob
jects often were produced for a particular event, and thus were ephemeral and non
commercial in nature. 

Transformations during the 21st century and international 
representation

While there were no dramatic changes in the art of Latvia at the turn of the millen
nium, nevertheless a new trend must be signalled when compared with the 1990s. There 
was an unquestionable renaissance of painting, as a number of young artists chose 
precisely this medium. Painting has traditionally enjoyed a privileged status in the his
tory of art in Latvia, but with the rise of NeoDada and other neoavantgarde tenden
cies during the 1990s, painting appeared to have partially been relegated to the peri
phery of contemporary art.  However, at a time of surplus of digitally produced 

67 Šmite, R. Kreatīvie tīkli. Rīga: Jauno mediju kultūras centrs RIXC un Liepāja: Liepājas Universitātes MPLab, 
2011, 122.–123. lpp. Šmite, R. Creative Networks in the Rear-view Mirror of Eastern European History. Am
sterdam: Institute of Network Cultures, 2012, p. 104.

68 Astahovska,  I. “Globālie lielceļi” jaunās lokalitātēs = “Global Highways” in New Localities. Deviņdesmitie: 
Laik metīgā māksla Latvijā = Nineties: Contemporary Art in Latvia. Astahovska, I. (sast.). Rīga: Laikmetīgās 
māk slas centrs, 2010, 37. lpp.
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Fig. 19. Jānis Avotiņš. Samoubistvo putcha. 2003. Canvas, acrylic. 
130 × 180. LNMA. Photograph by Ilze Putniņa, around 2005 

standard images a piece of art created 
manually by a painter again became 
attractive. The art critic Vilnis Vējš has 
called this phenomenon the “new sim
plicity”,69 characterised by a return to 
themes from daily life, spatiality, the 
occasional photographic view, at the 
same time as abandoning emphasis on 
particular aspects of painting.

One of these aspects is colour, 
as Jānis Avotiņš (Fig. 19), Sigita Dau
gule, Andris Eglītis, and others, have 
experimented with a nearly mono
chrome approach. “With their ghostly, 
alienated faces and figures reminis
cent of Sovietera photography, Jānis 
Avotiņš thinly painted canvases draw 
us into a fragile, elliptic world haunted by collective memory”.70 In 2013, Eglītis was 
awarded the prestigious Purvītis Prize for painting with earth tones, and for an instal
lation titled Earth Works, in which natural materials were employed together with 
acrylic colours. Other ways of realising the potential of painting include Vineta 
Kaulača’s capture of beautiful, transient moments in a photorealistic manner, and 
 hypertrophied examples of gesture, colour, and texture by Daiga Krūze. The work of 
Ēriks Apaļais, who has not followed a traditional academic education route, has been 
recognised outside Latvia, thanks to a disarming, childlike naïveté, that has slowly 
evolved towards conceptual intellectualism. Anda Lāce paints in a free, abstracted, 
occasionally expressively heightened manner, not concealing dabs of paint, and not 
seeking to reproduce external details of objects in her portrayal of events and moods 
whose meaning is transient and difficult to grasp, relying on the attractive nature of 
intrigue generated by such challenges. Kristians Brekte, whose work recalls examples 
of Abject Art in the West, portraying various scenes of violence and mutantlike 
 beings, has not been deterred from scandalous expressive gestures. In addition to solo 
exhibitions and participation in group activities, the output of these young artists was 
displayed in two extensive group exhibitions: Candy Bomber (2007) which was a 
statement of their existence, while changes in individual artists’ handiwork and the 
admission of new members to their midst was evident in the exhibition, Urban Chil-
dren (2010). A third exhibition took place in 2016, as a review of their continuing 
 artistic explorations. Many of these and other young artists are successfully cooperat
ing with Western art galleries and curators, thereby engaging in wider art move
ments. 

69 Vējš, V. Jaunā vienkāršība. 2000 – … = The New Simplicity. 2000 – … Studija, No. 72, 2010, 37.–45. lpp.
70 http://www.saatchigallery.com/artists/janis_avotins.htm?section_name=new_art_from_russia (site last  vi sit ed 

09.04.2016).
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In the new millennium, the ac
tivities of the Latvian Centre for 
Contemporary Art no longer con
tinued with the traditional annual 
exhibitions, with the latter breaking 
up into numerous and very diverse 
events. These in general became 
more inclined towards the “rela
tional aesthetics” formulated by 
Nicolas Bourriaud, namely, engag
ing viewers and provoking them to 
participate, even further diminish
ing the work of art as a selfcon
tained object. One of the largest 
projects undertaken was the inter
national exhibition of contemporary 

art, Contemporary Utopia (2001) with curator Frank Wagner from Berlin. The 1970 
Michelangelo Antonioni film Zabriskie Point was taken as the conceptual point of 
 departure for this exhibition, featuring themes of reassessment and destruction of 
values.

An exhibition in 2002, The City. Stories about Riga (curator Solvita Krese), featured 
interpretation of the urban space of Riga by both local and foreign artists, unmistakea
bly highlighting the bruised, marginal aspects of the city, including its dropouts and 
ignoring shining advances brought about by capitalism. This paradigm of creating an 
archive of the residents of Riga is also evident, for example, in the photographs by 
Kaspars Goba of Roma people, whose image in a society in transition is distinctly ne
gative, or in the series of photographs by Inta Ruka, People Whom I Have Met includ
ing both selfconfident, fortunate individuals, as well as life’s unfortunates. An inter
national project, “re:publica”, ran its course during 2003, in which unprecedented 
attention was paid to the outskirts of Riga, inviting the residents there to engage in 
project activities. In the context of this project events were held in local cafeterias with 
participation by DJs and VJs, and fusion food meals were prepared and served to the 
public, reminiscent of performances put on by Rirkrit Tiravanija, and others. The 
group MAIz3 handed out free secondhand goods in improvised trading places, while 
the group Pureculture organised fashion shows for pensioners held in empty shop 
premises. The artist Katrīna Neiburga was able to act as a taxicab driver, taking pas
sengers in a Sovietera Volga, while recording her conversations with them using video 
and audio equipment (Fig. 20).

The economic crisis in 2008 marked a turning point for contemporary art activi
ties, at which time the Latvian Centre for Contemporary Art developed the idea of 
holding the first annual Festival of Contemporary Art, Survival Kit (2009, curator Sol
vita Krese). Premises formerly occupied by bankrupt firms and shops were used fol
lowing a strategy of closing the gap between artistic life and daily life; various artistic 

Fig. 20. Katrīna Neiburga. Traffic. 2003. Project re:publica. 
Photograph by Mārtiņš Grauds, from the LCCA archive



687

Fig. 21. Gints Gabrāns. How to get on TV. 2004. São Paolo 
Biennale. Photograph by Ēriks Božis

events were held including exhibitions, 
discussions, lectures, presentations, 
video sessions, master classes and 
 others. Abandoned industrial build
ings (the former factory buildings of 
VEF, the former Tobacco Factory) 
were adapted for the realisation of art 
projects. Va rious forms of selfhelp 
which were free of monetary consider
ation were elevated to the status of art 
(secondhand fashion shops, a soap 
factory, soup kitchens, places to ex
change indoor plants, distribution of 
folk remedies, and others). The inten
tion of the artists was to show that it is 
possible with the use of relatively few 
resources to influence the environment in a positive way, while engaging neighbours 
and passersby. Examples were “The People’s Pharmacy” and an exhibition and discus
sion devoted to gardening practices.

The works of the sculptor Aigars Bikše were provocative and socially active, for 
example the semantically multilayered and visually attractive reality show, Who Is 
Not a Sheep Here, in the context of Survival Kit 2. The context of reality shows amply 
demonstrated that people are sheep, objects to be manipulated politically. The theme 
of Survival Kit 4 was downshifting, namely, the wish and need to stop running like a 
squirrel on a capitalist treadmill, so as to find time for yourself, friends, and family, to 
appreciate nature and life itself. The exhibitions of Survival Kit 5 (“Slow Revolution”) 
and Survival Kit 6 (“The Utopian City”) continued investigations of contemporary 
survival strategies, and the event in 2015 was named, Survival K(n)it 7, thereby em
phasising the potential of handicrafts and “small things” to influence global pro 
cesses.

While artists had already been actively engaged during the 1990s in various exhi
bitions and projects outside Latvia, changes in the level of international artistic repre
sentation of the state secured artists’ involvement in prestigious international events. 
For example, Gints Gabrāns represented Latvia at the São Paulo Biennale (2004) with 
the project “Starix”, which studied the phenomenon of popularity created by the media 
by transforming a homeless man into a media star (Fig. 21).71 Artists from Latvia have 
been presented most often at the Venice Biennale. Latvia participated at the Biennale 
for the first time in 1999 with the exposition Stories, Storytellers (curator Helēna De
makova), which was set up in the Church of San Giovanni Nuovo. Participants in this 
exposition included the photographer Inta  Ruka with her fascinating portraits of 

71 For more details about this project see: Brizgela, E. Bronzas cilvēks un bezpajumtnieks, 219.–225. lpp.; Bryz
gel, A. Performing the East, pp. 132–156.
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 ordinary country dwellers framed by 
classical altar forms, Anita Zabiļevska 
with an apparently ordinary video 
which shows everyday reality sliding 
under the feet of pedestrians, and 
Ojārs Pētersons with a video which 
showed the movement of the mouth of 
a speaker as visualisation of the theme 
of a “story” (the actual spoken text was 
to be  imagined by the viewer unaided) 
(Fig.  22). The photographs by Ruka 
shown on this occasion were from her 
collection My Country People (1983–
1998)72 and have already been recog
nised as treasures of contemporary art 
in Latvia. These are static black and 
white portraits produced using film 
with an ancient Rolleiflex camera, 
with out any pathos of social critique, 

revealing a sensitive observer of ordinary country people, brimming with selfesteem, 
in their natural environment.73

A transition towards moving, cinematographic images is evident in the 2001 ex
position Riga 800 Magic Flute (curator Helēna Demakova).   Latvia offered visitors to 
the Church of San Lio the film Papagena directed by  Laila Pakalniņa, featuring the re
action of chance passersby to hearing the music of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart in 
earphones, thus building up an unusual archive of emotional responses. The second 
film in this exposition by the stage designer Ilmārs Blumbergs and director Viesturs 
Kairišs, The Magic Flute, dealt with a sadder subject — the burial of anonymous per
sons in the cemetery at Jaunciems, using original scenography images from versions of 
the opera put on by both authors, which are integrated into the real environment of 
the surroundings of Riga.

Political problems precluded participation in the next Biennale in 2003, while in 
2005 Latvia was again represented, this time by the multimedia project Dark Bulb 
(project director Līga Marcinkeviča), set up in several rooms. The authors of this 
work were members of the artists’ group, F5, or the Famous Five (Līga Marcinkeviča, 
Ieva Rubeze, Mārtiņš Ratniks, Ervīns Broks), who were known largely for their works 

72 Ruka,  I. My Country People = Mani lauku ļaudis = La mia gente di campagna. Demakova, H. (Ed.). Riga: 
Soros Center for Contemporary Arts – Riga, 1999.

73 For more details about I. Ruka see: Inta Ruka, Egons Spuris: Fotogrāfijas = Photographs. Slava, L. (Ed.). Rīga: 
Neputns, 2003; Amālijas Street 5a: Inta Ruka’s Latvian Portraits. The Hague: Heiden, 2008; Ruka, I. People 
I Know. Intr. U. Eskildsen. Stockholm: Bokförlaget Max Ström, 2012; Way of Life: People from Hälsingland. 
Photogr. I. Ruka, text G. Kindstrand. Hudiksvall: Hälsinglands Museum, 2013.

Fig. 22. Inta Ruka, Ojārs Pētersons and Anita Zabiļevska. 
Stories, Storytellers, the exhibit from Latvia at the Venice 
Biennale. 1999. Photograph by Gatis Rozenfelds, from the 
LCCA archive
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Fig. 23. Gints Gabrāns. Paramirrors, the exhibit from Latvia at 
the Venice Biennale. 2007. Photograph by Stella Pelše 

created using digital video technol
ogy. The art critic and curator 
Helēna  Demakova considers this 
group to be part of the “third wave” 
of contemporary art, i.e. the third 
generation of Conceptualists, who 
differ from the generation of poetic 
“installation artists” and the genera
tion of conceptual provocateurs, 
principally due to the fact that they 
have matured in conditions of the 
absolute freedom of the flow of in
formation and a unified international 
art space.74 The fictional story used 
by the group, wherein a scientist 
who has invented an electrical dark 
bulb perishes since he could not find 
his way out of the laboratory, is pre
sented as a rather frightening and fascinating passage through a dark spacious laby
rinth where video clips are interspersed with touch and audio effects.

In 2007, Latvia was represented in Venice by the once scandalous and provocative 
Gints Gabrāns with his exposition Paramirrors (project director Ieva Kulakova), where 
he has an entirely different theme — the intersection between science and the esoteric. 
The exposition included, for example, a Beauty Mirror, said to be able to improve facial 
skin by means of polarised light (the beauty industry has always been playing with sci
entific achievements) (Fig. 23) and Parahypnosis, treating the therapeutic effects of 
changes in states of consciousness. In 2009, Miks Mitrēvics and Evelīna Deič mane, 
also thirdgeneration Conceptualist artists, presented the exposition Fragile Nature 
(curators Līga Marcin keviča and Norbert Weber). The contrast between the sun and 
snow was at the heart of a delicate and complicated installation and video. The work by 
Deičmane featured individuals buried in snow passively waiting for a thaw, a subject 
given added meaning by the economic crisis. The means employed by Mitrēvics to 
conjure up ephemeral sensations by introducing the sound of waves, gusts of wind, 
and the song of birds in a narrow street in Venice produced an environment rich in 
contrasts conducive for relaxing and reflecting on fleeting moments, and perhaps evi
dence for the muchvaunted special link with nature enjoyed by Latvian artists.

The 2011 exhibition Artificial Peace (“Contemporary Landscape”), curator Astrīda 
Rogule, led to reassessment of Kristaps Ģelzis, who had earlier gained a reputation as a 
classic of contemporary art: this artist who had at one time produced super graphics 

74 Demakova, H. Nepamanīs. Latvijas laikmetīgā māksla un starptautiskais konteksts = They Wouldn’t Notice. 
Latvian Contemporary Art and the International Context. Rīga: ¼ Satori, 2010, 38. lpp.
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works, countless witty objects and in
stallations, had recently turned to wa
tercolours. The almost abstract paint
ings in Venice may have reminded one 
of a modernist recidivist out of time; 
nevertheless, this series of luminescent 
watercolours, when seen in a darkened 
space, perfectly integrated into the 
overall theme of the Biennale, the study 
of light, with a sensual facet (Fig. 24). 
This stance may appear surprising 
among the mainstream of conceptually 
critical works by daring to demand ac
tivity on the part of the viewer, without 
providing any credible road map.

As part of the 2013 exhibition 
North by Northeast (curators Anne Bar
low, Courtenay Finn, and Alise Tīfen

tāle), Kaspars Podnieks with his photographs of rural people apparently levitating, and 
Krišs Salmanis with a real tree in unending oscillating movement,  “… address the 
tension between location and dislocation triggered by the ideological implications of 
constantly shifting political geography. References to the traditional Latvian rural life
style with its intimate relationship with nature, utmost respect for labour, and patriar
chal worldview, permeate the exhibition”.75 A project executed at the 2015 exposition 
by Andris Eglītis and Katrīna Neiburga, Armpit (curator Kaspars Vanags), comprised a 
large construction, built with careful craftsmanship, in its own way a shrine, which 
contained builtin videos on the subject of the selfcontained world of amateur auto 
mechanics: “The story of garage men inhabiting the periphery of Europe is a pastoral 
of the digital age”.76 (Fig. 25). It may be that a postSoviet factor played an important 
part in this, a continuation of the tradition of “doing it yourself ”, which may acquire 
surprising relevance if feverish global consumption were to abate.

It was possible in Venice 2015 to appreciate  a broader attempt to formulate the 
specific nature of a national art school in the era of allpervasive communication net
works; in his  exhibition Ornamentalism77, Russian curator Viktor Misiano combined 
contributions from a number of young Latvian artists (including Eglītis, Neiburga, 
Ģelzis, and others), in various forms (painting, installations, video, photography, etc.) 
which apparently were not at all related either among themselves, nor relevant to orna

75 Latvia. Il Palazzo Enciclopedico = The Encyclopedic Palace. La Biennale di Venezia: 55. Esposizione Internazi-
onale d’Arte. Venice: Marsilio, 2013, p. 225.

76 Vanags, K. Templieši no skābo kāpostu viruma = Templars of Sauerkraut. Armpit: Latvian Pavilion: Bien-
nale Arte 2015: Katrīna Neiburga: Andris Eglītis [catalogue]. Vanags, K., Astahovska, I. (Eds.). Riga: Latvian 
Centre for Contemporary Art, 2015, p. 30. 

77 This exhibition was part of the Culture Programme related to the Latvian Presidency of the Council of the 
European Union and it was displayed at the 56th Venice Biennale (2015).

Fig. 24. Kristaps Ģelzis. Artificial Peace, the exhibit from Latvia 
at the Venice Biennale. 2011. Photograph by Stella Pelše
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ments, but the curator, in extending the definition of the 
concept of ornament, perceives a kinship in terms of, for 
example, the emphasis placed on the materiality of se
lected objects. Ornament is thus bound to the “artificial
ity” of how forms are created (indeed, a well finished 
form with aesthetic properties could be one of the charac
teristic features of Latvian art in various periods), but at 
the same time indicating that there is more depth than 
the material surface: “Ornament is a willtoform through 
which the soul of life shines”.78 A certain degree of re
straint of art in Latvia, its imaginative power, and indi
vidualism might be unique features of this soul of life and 
in a wider context of how this is different and attractive.

Conclusions

This overview of the visual arts in Latvia over the 
past one hundred years shows clear evidence for its links 
with artistic trends originating in larger culture centres; 
we cannot interpret these as delayed simple copies, rather 
we need to understand them as synthesised hybrid ver
sions wherein the sequential changes in art trends typical 
of the West are transformed into new configurations. The 
local context and historical circumstances play a con
sider able role and lead to interesting coexistence and melding between various forms 
of artistic expression. The challenge in studying this material relates to avoiding sim
plistic postulation of local manifestations as repeated or influenced phenomena with
out at the same time extolling isolated uniqueness and originality. The particular value 
of the local art legacy is to be found in the interaction of influences, specifying their 
function and meaning. For example, the unofficial art, or that which bordered on what 
was allowed, represented a widened use of modernism. At a time when the latter be
came increasingly part of ideology and commercialisation in the West, similar expres
sion in the eastern part of Europe turned into an instrument for demonstrating bold
ness and personal liberty. Contemporary art in Latvia typically does not feature purely 
conceptual manipulations with texts or demonstrating the level of physical endurance 
of the artist.  A reserved and at the same time emotionally evocative implementation 
often also characterises works saturated with ideas and content, but the primary inte
rest is derived from universal aspects of being, rather than those of narrower interest 
groups, and their specific viewpoints.

78 Ornamentalism. Purvītis Prize. Latvian Contemporary Art: [exhibition: Tesa 99, Arsenale, Venezia]: 09.05.–
22.11.2015.  Brice, M. (Ed.). [Latvia]: Culture Project Agency Indie, 2015, p. 17.

Fig. 25. Katrīna Neiburga and 
Andris Eglītis. Armpit, the exhibit from 
Latvia at the Venice Biennale. 2015. 
Photograph by Ēriks Božis 
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Jānis Krastiņš

THE ARCHITECTURE OF LATVIA AND RIGA

Latvia is part of the European cultural space with rich architectural heritage from different periods 
characterised as consequences of historical conditions: German, Polish, Swedish, and Russian domi-
nance replaced one another in various times in Latvia. First, contacts between Latvian and German 
cultures are analysed both in the context of the so-called colonial theory having been predominant 
for a long while and contemporary scientific statements. Further on, the genesis of the formal vo-
cabulary of Latvian elements in characteristic types of buildings of older periods — churches and 
manors — is investigated. Wider attention is given to houses of Latvian societies constructed in 
the 19th and 20th centuries which are important not only as cultural heritage but also as part of the 
political history of the state, as well as to the formation and development of the Latvian professional 
architectural school. Finally, the problem of a national style in architecture is analysed both from the 
theoretical aspect and concerning the practical realisation.   

Keywords: Latvian architecture, national identity, Art Nouveau, National Romanticism.

Architecture is an art of shaping the environment. It is a human activity providing 
a physical framework for manifestations of civilisation. Architecture is a landmark 
which reflects cultural traditions, mentality and national identity of local inhabitants 
of every country.

Latvia has a relatively rich architectural heritage dating from different periods. 
There are more than three thousand buildings and groups of buildings inscribed on 
the list of cultural monuments, as well as more than 50 urban monuments. The historic 
centre of the capital city Riga is a recognised universal value — it is a World Cultural 
Heritage Site. It encompasses an area of more than 430 ha along the right bank of the 
River Daugava. The boulevards, laid out during the mid-19th century, mark the loca-
tion of the former fortifications and encircle the central mediaeval core, while the 
 former suburbs lying outwards boast rectangular network of streets with blocks of 
multi-storey masonry buildings constructed during the mid-19th century and early 20th 
century. Art Nouveau buildings stand out among them: “It is generally recognised that 
Riga has the finest collection of Art Nouveau buildings in Europe.”1

1 Historic Centre of Riga. UNESCO: World Heritage Centre: World Heritage List. Accessible at: http://whc.
unesco.org/en/list/852 (site last visited 22.08.2016).
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The architectural landscape of Latvia is largely a harmonious part of the European 
cultural space, but as everywhere, it has its unique features. They are different in each 
of Latvia’s regions — in Kurzeme, in Vidzeme, or in Latgale. The unique features of the 
cultural space in each region to a certain extent are consequences of historical devel-
opments: at various times and in different places German, Polish, Swedish, and Rus-
sian domination succeeded one another. They have left different footprints in the re-
gional cultural scenery of Latvia. The Baroque churches of Latgale are reminiscent of 
something seen in Catholic Poland where Baroque buildings are a substantial part of 
its architectural heritage. However, it is difficult to discern visually any Swedish legacy 
in the cultural scenery. Only the fortress at the mouth of the River Daugava, built by 
the Swedes towards the end of the 17th century, provides direct evidence of their con-
struction activities in Latvia. In fact, similar fortifications have survived in other parts 
of Europe as well. 

In more recent times, the territory of Latvia was officially subjugated by Russia. 
The question remains as to the influence of the Russian culture. In fact, there is none, 
architecturally speaking, with the exception of Russian Orthodox churches which were 
built at the behest of and supported by the Tsarist government in many parts of Latvia 
during the second half of the 19th century and at the beginning of the 20th  century. 

The numerous manor houses which were built in Latvia in the early 19th century 
are occasionally described as “largely influenced by the Russian Empire style”2, thus 
being reflections of Russian architecture. While Classicism, in particular its late form, 
the Empire style, was very widely encountered in Russia, it was not an expression of 
the Russian culture itself, since its historical roots were quite far from Russia. The Clas-
sical period in the architecture of manor houses is sooner a combination of influences 
coming from Germany and Russia. It was logical that Latvia was a venue in Europe for 
interaction of these two potent forces. 

Construction of wooden houses in an urban context during the first half of the 
19th century reflects a certain influence of the Russian culture. In his description of the 
cityscape of Riga, the architect Heinrich (also Heinz) Pirang once stated that: “Russia 
is partially responsible for it and, principally, for the architecture of small wooden 
houses.”3 The appearance of façades of many buildings, in particular of wooden houses, 
resulted from the Building Regulations which between 1810 and 1840 dictated re-
course to the so-called pattern façades. Their drawings were compiled in four volumes 
published in Saint Petersburg. However, the architecture of pattern-façade buildings in 
Latvia was mostly free interpretation of samples to conform to local construction tra-
ditions.4 Single-storey dwellings with a mezzanine that had three windows, less often 
two or four windows, and sometimes even five windows, were typically built in cities 
in Latvia. Such dwellings are few if any in the cities of Russia.

The period of Soviet occupation has left substantial traces in the environment of 
many cities and settlements in Latvia. In terms of form and content, the Soviet Union 

2 Siliņš, J. Latvijas māksla: 1800–1914. I. Stokholma: Daugava, 1979, 119. lpp.
3 Pīrangs, H. Arhitektoniskās stila formas Rīgas pilsētas ainavā. Rīga kā Latvijas galvaspilsēta: Rakstu krājums 

Latvijas Republikas 10 gadu pastāvēšanas atcerei. T. Liventāla un V. Sadovska red. Rīga: Rīgas pilsētas valdes 
izdevums, 1932, 119. lpp.

4 Bacильeв, Ю. Kлaccицизм в apхитeктуpe Pиги. Pигa: Изд. Aкадемии Haук Латв. CCP, 1961, c. 287.
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remained the same Russia. Inhuman and enormous clusters of pre-fabricated large-
scale housing estates of shoddy buildings were created. Today they are not only a diffi-
cult challenge as regards civil engineering and economics, but also a social problem.

Contacts between Latvian and German cultures

The centuries-long presence of Germans has left readily visible traces in the archi-
tectural environment of Latvia. Contacts between German and Latvian cultures, espe-
cially as regards this environment, have only recently begun to be investigated seri-
ously and objectively by Western art historians. A number of institutions in Germany, 
for example, the Martin-Karl-Adolf-Böckler-Stiftung, the Herder-Institut, and others 
hold major international conferences on this topic, as well as devote extensive publica-
tions to this theme.5

Understanding of values and attitudes towards creations of the previous genera-
tions has changed substantially over the last 150 years. Preservation of cultural monu-
ments as a branch emerged relatively late, only in the 19th century that has often been 
described as a century of science. During that time most of historical studies and 
scien tific discoveries in Latvia were the result of efforts by Baltic German scholars, 
members of the ruling class. The German contribution to the cultural heritage of 
Latvia was emphasised in the findings of these investigations, the broad facts of which 
cannot be contested, but just as often their importance was grossly exaggerated. This is 
not surprising since perception and evaluation of any work of art cannot avoid the 
psycho-emotional atmosphere in which it is done, and, similarly, all assessments con-
tain a subjective element, a view of matters through a personal emotional prism, de-
spite a scholar’s attempts at being objective. Prevailing socio-economic and, more im-
portantly, historically political considerations exert an even greater influence. It is the 
latter which have led to appearance of diametrically opposing conclusions.

The recognition of only the German element is known as the colonial theory. This 
theory dominated the studies of art in the Baltic region and its position was established 
through countless publications.6 The art historian Niel von Holst was particularly pro-
minent in this regard, since his professional “career path coincided with the period of 
escalation of chauvinistic pro-German sentiments”, and who in this way “ compromised 

5 See, for example: Tausend Jahre Nachbarschaft. Die Völker des baltischen Raumes und die Deutschen. Hrsg. 
von W. Schlau. München: Bruckmann, 1995, 356 S. 

6 Bruiningk, H. von. Kunst und Gewerbe in Livland. Rigascher Almanach, 1883. Riga: W. F. Häcker, 1882, 
S. 2–14; Neumann, W. Baltische Maler und Bildhauer des XIX Jahrhunderts. Biographische Skizzen mit den 
Bildnissen derKünstler und Reproductionen nach ihren Werken. Riga: Grosset, 1902, 178  S.; Neumann, W. 
Grundriß einer Geschichte der bilden den Künste und des Kunstgewerbes in Liv-, Est- und Kurland vom Ende 
des 12. bis zum Ausgang des 18.  Jahrhunderts. Reval: F. Klunge, 1887, 184 S.; Taube, A. von. Deutsch-Bal-
tisches Kulturerbe in nationaler und zwischenvölklicher Beziehung. Jahrbuch des baltischen Deutsch tums, 
Nr. 22, 1975, S. 196–205; Holst, N. von. Kunst des Baltenlandes – deutsche Kolonialkunst. Der Deutsche im 
Osten, 1938–1939, Bd. I, H. 3.; Wittram, R. Die moderne Geschichtsforschung und die baltische Tradition. 
Jahrbuch des baltischen Deutschtums, Nr. 15, 1968, S. 47–59; etc.
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his behaviour and knowledge, pandering to the Nazi power”.7 Already in the mid-19th 
century, Victor Hehn, Julius von Eckardt and other German art historians, politicians 
and men of letters admitted in writing that the ability of Baltic indigenous inhabitants 
to create real works of art and enjoy them was not even worth discussing, and that the 
most beautiful flowers of art in the Baltic region could only have blossomed thanks to 
the brilliance of aristocratic conquerors, which was based on subjugation and oppres-
sion of Estonians and Latvians.8 The essential features of the colonial theory are evident, 
for example, in the comments of the Baltic German historian Karl von Löwis of Menar: 
“The development of art in Vidzeme completely emulated examples taken from the 
German homeland. Architecture found here an unspoiled soil, since the locals before 
the arrival of Germans had no skills even such as mixing mortar; their buildings were 
so primitive that they could in no way influence German architecture.”9 The evaluation 
of the architecture of Riga by the distinguished historian and architect Wilhelm Neu-
mann does not differ substantially in that: “There is no evidence that the style exists 
here which had been influenced by the locals, but since the majority of city dwellers 
originates from northern regions of Germany, i.e. Westphalia and Mecklenburg, they 
have transplanted the architecture of these regions to the banks of the River Daugava.”10 
This theory almost became an unquestioned postulate. In 1918, one of the authors of the 
book about the Baltic provinces, evidently Teodor Schiemann, summarised: “Culture in 
the Baltics is German... The fact that Estonians live in the north and Latvians in the 
south is unimportant, since both peoples have only one culture, and it is German.”11 
Furthermore, in the first more voluminous book in Latvian about art history, published 
in 1934 and written by Latvian scholars, the architecture of Riga was described as archi-
tecture without tradition which had historically undergone various changes of influence 
exerted by Berlin.12 Indeed, looking at this issue from a Latvian perspective “we must 
search for the information about our forefathers deeply buried under one or several 
 layers, obtain it indirectly and from biased evaluations, and not always we will be able to 
remove these layers.”13 The outstanding historian of Riga Jānis Straubergs also alluded to 

7 Petropoulos, J. The Faustian Bargain. The Art World in Nazi Germany. Oxford, New York, Athens etc.: Ox-
ford University Press, 2000. Accessible at: https://books.google.lv/books?id=uhaXdZAeaVQC&lpg=PT324
&ots=GogTDGEJVK&dq=Holst%2 Niels von (1907–&hl=lv&pg=PT3#v=onepage&q=Holst%2C Niels von 
(1907–&f=false (site last visited 23.08.2016).

8 Hehn, V. Über den Charakter der Liv-, Est-, Kurländer. Das Inland, Nr 1, 1848, S. 2; Eckardt, J. Baltische und 
russische Culturstudien aus zwei Jahrhunderten. Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot, 1869, XIV, 552 S. 

9 Löwis of Menar, K. von. Die städtische Profanar chitektur der Gotik, der Renaissance und des Barocco in Riga, 
Reval und Narva. Lübeck: Verlag von Johannes Nöring, 1892, S. 1.

10 Neumann, W. Das mittelalterliche Riga. Ein Bei trag zur Geschichte der norddeutschen Baukunst. Hrsg. von 
der Gesellschaft für Geschichte und Altertumskunde der Ostseeprovinzen Russlands. Berlin: Julius Springer, 
1892. 58 S., XXIV Taf.

11 Die deutschen Ostseeprovinzen Rußlands. Ge schichtlich, kulturell und wirtschaftlich dar gestellt von Kennern 
der Baltischen Provin zen. Berlin: Elsner, 1918, S. 134–135.

12 Rutmanis,  J. Latviešu arhitektūra 19.  un 20.  gs. Mākslas vēsture: 1.  Arhitektūra un tēlniecība. V.  Purvīša 
visp. red. Rīga: Grāmatu Draugs, 1934, 254. lpp.

13 Spekke, A. Die Kultur Livoniens nach den Zeug nissen ausländischer Chroniken, Reisebeschreibungen, Ge-
dichte u. a. Werke. Die Letten, Aufsätze über Geschichte, Sprache und Kultur der alten Letten. Riga: Walters 
und Rapa, 1930, S. 357.
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this: “Every large work on the history of Latvians has to contend with the traditions in-
troduced by Germans, and also with the scepticism that accompanies any divergence 
from these traditions.”14

During the second half of the 1930s, friction between the local German circles and 
the Latvian intelligentsia deepened. When it came to appraisal of cultural heritage, 
some allegations even appeared that Germans had not created anything valuable in the 
Latvian land since they had neither energy, nor knowledge, and had “too little 
culture”.15 For his part, in 1942, during the Nazi occupation period, Professor 
H. Schröder again asserted that Riga was a Germanic city, although the collection of 
images, Riga im Wandel der Zeiten,16 of which he claimed to be the author, in fact, was 
a copy of the book published in 1937, Old Riga in Paintings, Sketches, and Engravings17. 
The authors and editors of this book were the renowned Latvian archaeologist and 
historian Francis Balodis and the archaeologist Rauls Šņore who had based the book 
on the study of the materials in the Latvian State Historical Archives which had been 
taken over from the Riga Society for Study of History and Antiquity, the Courland So-
ciety for Literature and Art, the archives of the Great Guild of Riga and the Great Guild 
of Liepāja.

Evolution of the colonial theory and its place in history was rather precisely and 
comprehensively identified and described in several studies carried out during the 
 Soviet period.18 It is also true that some authors, for example, Jurijs Vasiļjevs, were na-
turally not free from pretentiously correct Marxist clichés.

The co-existence of Germans and Latvians in the Baltic area ended in 1939 when 
the notorious Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact was implemented through the so-called repa-
triation of Baltic Germans. Separation in time between today and then allows matters 
and events to be evaluated without prejudice, in a manner exempted from political re-
strictions. It should be taken into account that the 20th century brought the Latvian 
nation not only its highest achievements, but also its most tragic moments. Five differ-
ent occupation periods were crowned by a period of fifty years of Soviet occupation. 
However, the theory of class antagonism or antagonism between nations inherent in 
Soviet ideology had already disappeared in a number of studies of art history which 
were published during the final decade of occupation. The series of books “The Archi-
tectural and Art Monuments in Latvia” was an important investment in the science of 
art history, and these were published from 1979 onwards by the Latvian Nature and 
Monument Protection Society in cooperation with the publishing house “Zinātne”. 
After Latvia regained its independence, several substantial studies on the issues related 

14 Straubergs, J. Rīgas vēsture. Rīga: Grāmatu Draugs, 1936, 5. lpp.
15 Lapiņš, J. Jaunā un kultūrvēsturiskā Rīga. Sējējs, Nr. 11, 1936, 1216.–1220. lpp.
16 Riga im Wandel der Zeiten. Bearb. von H. Schrö der. Tilsit; Leipzig; Riga: Holzner Verlag, 1942. 131 S.
17 Senā Rīga gleznās, zīmējumos un gravūrās. Att. sakopojums F. Baloža un R. Šnores red. Rīga: Rīgas pilsētas 

valdes izdevums, 1937, 102 lpp.
18 Bēms, R. Apceres par Latvijas mākslu simt gados:18. gs. beigas – 19. gs. beigas. Rīga: Zinātne, 1984, 191 lpp, 

36  lp. il.; Vasiļjevs J. Latvijas arhitektūras vēstures studiju pamattendences un koncepcijas pirmspadomju 
laikā. Latvijas PSR arhitektūra un pilsētbūvniecība. Tradīcijas un meklējumi mūsdienu arhitektūras praksē. 
Rīga: Zinātne, 1987, 30.–58. lpp.
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to the Latvian cultural identity have been carried out abroad, i.e. in Great Britain,19 in 
the USA,20 in France21, etc. These studies have analysed cultural processes in Latvia in 
a neutral way and, therefore, provide an objective view from the outside.

Cultural activities among the communities of Germans and indigenous inhabit-
ants in Latvia and throughout the Baltic region for centuries have taken place in paral-
lel, at different levels of quality and with a relatively low threat of explicit assimilation. 
Inevitable interaction resulted in distinctive regional features of historical styles in art, 
while vernacular art localised elements from the vocabulary of historical styles of 
Euro pean art. Historical styles in all areas of visual arts, in particular in architecture 
developed in keeping with analogous phenomena in European art (Gothic style, Re-
naissance, Baroque), occasionally lagging behind, but since the mid-18th century — 
synchronously (Classicism, Eclecticism, Art Nouveau, etc.). Foreign influences mostly 
came from Germany, but socio-political events sometimes rearranged the routes of 
certain influences. Latvian professional art began to develop rapidly around the mid-
dle of the 19th century, once serfdom was abolished in the entire territory of Latvia. 
During the 20th century, it convincingly met a level of other European centres of art.

In parallel with the German Drang nach Osten, (i.e. the Drive to the East), con-
struction methods of masonry buildings came to Latvia, where until then only wooden 
buildings were known. History has not preserved the names of either master builders 
or individual masons from the 13th century. Majority of them certainly were local 
craftsmen. It could not have been otherwise given the number of population in the 
Baltic region at that time and noting the scale of the large new buildings erected and 
the amount of work needed to achieve this. It is natural that the huge buildings, at least 
in some details, could not be built without some reflection of the skills of local artisans, 
their perception of shapes and even their mentality. Moreover, according to some his-
torians, the crusaders during the first half of the 13th century, in particular in Kurzeme, 
lodged their armed men in the existing wooden castles, or they built themselves small 
fortified places. These were, for example, the castles of Līva, Vārtaja, and Dzintare.22 
Also later German crusaders continued to use several iron-age castles of Latgalians 
which had become the fortifications belonging to the vassals of the Archbishopric of 
Riga.23 Actually these were crusaders who gradually introduced masonry techniques 
in the territory of Latvia constructing their ecclesiastical buildings and fortified 
 castles.

19 Howard J. Art Nouveau. International and National Styles in Europe. Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1996, pp. 184–207. 

20 Mansbach, S. A. Riga’s Capital Modernism. Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 2013, 80 S. 
21 Pourchier-Plasseraud, S. Les Arts de la Nation. Construction Nationale & Arts visuels en Lettonie 1905–1934 

(Préface de Krysztof Pomian). Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2013. 378 pp. ISBN 978-2-7535-
2227-5; Pourchier-Plasseraud, S. Arts and a Nation. The Role of Visual Arts and Artists in the Making of the 
Latvian Identity 1905–1940. Leiden, Boston: Brill, Rodopi, 2015. 572 pp. 

22 Erdmanis, G. Kurzemes viduslaiku pilis. Rīga: Zinātne, 1989, 7. lpp.
23 Mugurēvičs,  Ē. Pāvesta legāta Franciska no Molino 1312.  gada izmeklēšanas protokols par krustakariem 

Livonijā. Zinātnes Vēstnesis, Nr. 12, 2010, 25. okt., 3. lpp.
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Fig. 1. St John’s Church in Cēsis. 
1283. Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš

Distinctive regional features of ecclesiastical 
buildings

Churches built in Latvia during the Middle Ages, when 
compared with the great cathedrals located in the birth place 
of the Gothic style, France and Germany, are smaller, stockier, 
largely lacking refined open-work details. This was partially 
determined by local climate conditions: flying buttresses which 
transfer the thrust exerted by vaulting to buttresses in major 
Gothic buildings in France and Germany would, in the Baltic 
area, collapse within a few years as a result of frequent cycles of 
freezing and thawing. However, the genesis of local construc-
tion peculiarities and traditions of shaping left a greater impact 
on the architecture of major ecclesiastical buildings, in particu-
lar church interiors in Latvia and throughout the Northern 
Europe. It is not possible in all cases to discover a rational ex-
planation for this. A typical example concerns the geographical 
context of the shape of roofs of vernacular buildings. The roofs 
in Latvia are considerably steeper than in Finland, or in the 
Scandinavian countries. They are lower-pitched also in Poland, 
while farther on — in Northern Germany, in Mecklenburg — roofs are notably steep. 
The next region with equally steep roofs is found much farther away — i.e. Carinthia, 
in Southern Austria. 

An expression of local construction peculiarities is a way in which the vaults of the 
naves are supported. Comparing this method in churches built in the central and 
northern part of Latvia, and farther in the direction of Finland a tendency of generali-
sation of forms and monumentalisation is evident. In the case of Riga Cathedral (Rīgas 
Doms) (1211–1270), grouped columns rise from the pillars to the springs of the groin 
ribs, thus reflecting uprightness typical of Gothic style centres of Europe. In St John’s 
Church (Svētā Jāņa baznīca, 1283) in Cēsis, smooth pilasters rise directly from the 
floor to the springs of the vaulting, while the springs of the arcade of the aisles descend 
to the floor level (Fig. 1). The nave walls of St Simon’s Church (Svētā Sīmaņa baznīca, 
1283) in Valmiera are smooth and the vaults rest on corbels. A similar strucuture is 
found in mediaeval churches in Estonia and Finland. The transverse arches of vaulting 
in the church at Burtnieki, which was built at roughly the same time as the churches in 
Cēsis and Valmiera, “emerge” directly from the flat wall.

Architecture of ecclesiastical buildings here and there includes fairly straightfor-
ward reflections of the mode and artistic flair of vernacular architecture. Typical exam-
ples are churches in Kurzeme, in Krūte (mid-17th century), Usma (1704) and Vecborne 
(18th century), in Vidzeme, in Vijciems (first half of the 18th century), Apši (first quar-
ter of the 18th century) and Turaida (1750), and in Latgale, in Feimaņi (mid-18th cen-
tury) and Puša (first half of the 18th century). Churches in Kurzeme represent an iconic 
architectural image of ecclesiastical buildings in Latvia. They usually have a single-nave 
interior with a polygonal altar apse, a quadrangular tower attached to the nave and 
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covered with a low pyramidal roof, and a vestry abutting 
against the northern wall. In some cases there is a pyramidal 
spire for the tower. This essentially mediaeval type of churches 
remained almost unchanged until the 20th century since the 
edict for construction of Evangelical Lutheran churches was is-
sued on 28 February 1567 by Duke Gotthard Kettler of Cour-
land. The oldest surviving examples of such churches built im-
mediately following the ducal edict are located in Sabile, Durbe 
(Fig. 2) and Landze (later, naturally, they have been enlarged 
or partially altered several times). In addition to these Evangeli-
cal Lutheran churches, at least five were built in the 16th cen-
tury, 21 — in the 17th century, and at least 10 — in the 18th cen-
tury. The Church of the Holy Trinity (1640) in Kuldīga and 
Catholic churches in Jūrkalne (1736, 1861) also exhibit this 
pattern.

A certain affinity in terms of spatial composition of the 
churches in Kurzeme may be seen with those in nearby Got-
land or Saaremaa. However, church architecture in Kurzeme 
appears to have been determined by locally well-established 
artistic traditions, independent of any historical style. The 
 people of Kurzeme are said to be reticent by nature and per-

haps this character trait is reflected in the rather ponderous image of their churches.
Manifestations of classical historical styles in the churches of Kurzeme are more 

evident in their interiors, i.e. in their furniture and fittings. This is especially true for 
the Baroque period. However, starting from the 17th century it is possible to follow 
“step by step” the successive processes of “rustication” and “Latvianisation” of Western 
art principles reflecting “gradual formation of a national-Latvian dialect in the Baroque 
art”.24 The art historian Boris Wipper, who had noticed and cogently described this 
phenomenon, in 1924 moved from the Soviet Union to live in Latvia. The “rustication” 
of professional art is clearly evident in the support of the pulpit in the church in Ēdole: 
the figure of an angel in this support appears to be closer to vernacular than to monu-
mental art. In the altar of the church in Valdemārpils the Baroque motley hues were 
replaced with contrasting light and dark tones favoured in Latvian ethnographic orna-
ments.

During the Baroque period, professional painting, regardless of a creator, also dis-
played the manner of execution and form rooted in the vernacular taste and feeling of 
Latvian peasants. The best examples illustrating it are ceiling ornaments (Figs. 3 and 4) 
in the churches in Usma and Apriķi (both early 18th century). The latter “shows deter-
mined, wide and lively brush strokes with elegant lines and contours. The painter un-
derstood well his task, materials and means to create beautiful decorative ensembles 
on rough and cracked boards.”25

24 Vipers, B. Latviešu stila elementi baroka laikmeta mākslā. Senatne un Māksla, Nr. 4, 1936, 149. lpp.
25 Siliņš, J. Apriķu baznīca. Senatne un Māksla, Nr. 2, 1939, 125. lpp.

Fig. 2. The church in Durbe. 1567. 
Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš
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Baroque was a style of 
art of the New Era which left 
the most visible traces after 
the Middle Ages. In Latgale, 
the eastern part of Latvia, it 
was vividly reflected in the 
exterior architecture of 
churches. The culmination 
of the Baroque period coin-
cided with the Counter-Re-
formation, and Latgale is the 
Catholic region of Latvia. 
The Polish culture had in-
fluenced Latgale to a certain 
extent, but since the Ba-
roque style expressed uni-
versal social ideals it might 
have found fertile ground in 
the milieu of Latgale which 
had a more open and wel-
coming mentality than other 
regions of Latvia. The best examples of Baroque churches in Latgale are the Catholic 
Church of St Mary Magdalen (Svētās Marijas Magdalēnas katoļu baznīca) in Auleja 
(1709), the Catholic Church of the Holy Trinity (Svētās Trīsvienības katoļu baznīca) in 
Dagda (1741–1743), the Catholic Church of St Michael the Archangel (Svētā Erceņģeļa 
Miķeļa katoļu baznīca) in Viļāni (1752), the Church of St Louis (Svētā Ludviga baznīca) 
in Krāslava (1755–1767, architect Antonio Paracco), the Church of the Assumption of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary (Svētās Jaunavas Marijas debesbraukšanas baznīca) in Pie-
druja (1759–1780), the Church of the Holy Spirit — St Dominic (Svētā Gara (Svētā 
Dominika) baznīca) in Pasiene (1761–1770), the Basilica of the Assumption of Mary 
(Marijas debesbraukšanas bazilika) in Aglona (1768–1780), and the Roman Catholic 
Church of St Anne (Svētās Annas Romas katoļu baznīca) in Bērzgale (1776, Fig. 5). 
Most of these churches have twin towers in the western façade, but there are many nu-
ances which make them different, both as regards their architectural composition and 
arrangement of certain ornamental elements. This architecture almost entirely was 
recreated in several churches in Latgale using the traditional building material — 
wood. Such, for example, is the Roman Catholic Church of St John the Baptist (Svētā 
Jāņa Kristītāja Romas katoļu baznīca) in Feimaņi (1760).

Over many centuries ecclesiastical architecture was one of the driving forces for 
advances in painting and sculpture. Until the late 19th century, all professional sculp-
tors in Latvia were Germans, but an inscription found on the railing of the organ loft 
in the Church of St Anne (Svētās Annas baznīca) in Jelgava, dating from 1782, was 
made by Latvian artists, possibly wood-carvers, who expressed their gratitude to Duke 
Peter of Courland because, “he respects our people and has provided us with work”, 

Fig. 3. The church in Apriķi, built 
around 1640. Photograph by 
Jānis Krastiņš

Fig. 4. Interior of the church in 
Apriķi. 1710. Photograph by 
Jānis Krastiņš
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including the note “this loft 
was made for Latvians”.26 
Similar inscriptions have 
been found in the church in 
Remte (1793) revealing the 
names of Latvian artisans.27 
The Latvian sculptor Ansis 
Ķekars was also employed 
by Duke Peter of Courland. 
In 1784, Ķekars created the 
artistic finish of various 
rooms in the ducal palace in 
Vircava with reliefs made of 
artificial marble and stucco.

Parish meeting houses 
were a specific type of eccle-
siastical buildings. These 
were definitely the oldest 
type of public buildings 
which exemplified Latvian 
construction skills. The art 

historian Jānis Jaunzems discovered that there were still 133 meeting houses in North-
ern Vidzeme as late as 1915 and that these were “the most striking and specifically 
Latvian examples of rural Latvian buildings”.28 The Meeting House in Mežuļi, in the 
civil parish of Plāņi in Valka area, built in 1785, was relocated to the Latvian Ethno-
graphic Open-air Museum where it has been on display since 1940.

One of the first to pay attention to meeting houses was the architect Pauls 
Kundziņš, a distinguished researcher of Latvian vernacular architecture. He pointed 
out that the architecture of these houses, “had grown out from the spiritual and mate-
rial strength of the people, rooted in the oldest Latvian construction traditions and re-
fining them”.29 Several churches which were built in the 1920s and 1930s to the designs 
by Pauls  Kundziņš, clearly reflect an inherently Latvian approach to designing form 
and shape. The church in Allaži, built in 1927, is the best example illustrating it.

Several explicitly “Latvian” churches were built in the early 20th century, at the time 
when Art Nouveau flourished and, in particular National Romanticism, which was 
based on the search for a quintessentially national style. Paradoxically, the architects who 
designed these churches were local Baltic Germans and not Latvians. The best example 
of their work is the Church of the Cross (Krusta baznīca) in Riga built in 1909 to the 

26 Mākslas vēsture.  II:  Glezniecība, grafika un karikatūra. V. Purvīša visp.  red. Rīga: Grāmatu Draugs, 1935, 
241. lpp.

27 Kundziņš, P. Latviešu celtniecība. Latvieši: rakstu krājums. 2. daļa. Rīga: Valters un Rapa, 1932, 457. lpp.
28 Jaunzems, J. Brāļu draudzes saiešanas nami. Senatne un Māksla, Nr. 1, 1940, 87. lpp.
29 Kundziņš, P. Brāļu draudzes saiešanas nami Latvijā. Ilustrēts Žurnāls, Nr. 1, 1927, 10. lpp.

Fig. 5. The Roman Catholic Church 
of St Anne in Bērzgale. 1776. 
Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš

Fig. 6. The Church of the Cross 
in Riga. 1909. W. Bockslaff and 
E. Friesendorff. Photograph by 
Jānis Krastiņš
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design by Wilhelm Bockslaff and Edgar Friesendorff.30 This building is one of the gems 
produced as a result of the contact between the Latvian and German cultures (Fig. 6).

Manor houses in Latvia

The influence of local construction traditions is evident in the architecture of 
manor houses of the Baltic nobility. Until the mid-18th century, although much bigger 
in size, they still strongly resembled ordinary farmsteads. The art historian Jānis Siliņš 
published a collection of pictures of these manor houses.31 During the 18th century, 
only the palaces of the Dukes of Courland differed from them. Lord houses of manors 
became larger, more refined and ornate only around the turn of the 18th and 19th cen-
turies. Heinz Pirang, who surveyed these buildings, remarked that, at that time “the 
classical dwellings of the nobility came to symbolise the power of the true rulers of the 
Baltic region”.32 Yet unlike other visual arts, architecture had retained definite regional 
peculiarities. Pirang also noted this: “Neither our Baltic painting nor sculpture may be 
said to originate locally, but the opposite is true for our buildings.”33 In his use of the 
word “our” Pirang evidently meant “Baltic German”, nevertheless, architecture cannot 
be evaluated so narrowly. If, indeed, the building designs originated in the German 
community, the actual construction could not have occurred in confined national 
seclusion. Thus, “some manor houses acquired a more primitive, local character, in 
which the earthiness and rustic nature of vernacular architecture can be discerned”.34 
These features appeared in the way certain details were executed (e.g. low, stubby col-
umns), as well as in the spatial layout of building complexes with their unobtrusive 
silhouettes resembling a peasant farmstead. This image was closest to the farmsteads 
in Vidzeme, and it may be no coincidence that in Vidzeme the axis of symmetry typi-
cal of Classicism is almost absent from the layout of manor complexes while it is wide-
spread in Kurzeme (the manors in Zlēkas, Puzenieki, Pope, etc.).

The contrast between the grandeur of manor houses and living conditions of many 
Latvian peasants may have led, to a certain extent, to the events of the  so-called 1905 
revolution, which had such tragic consequences for the entire culture of Latvia. After-
wards, smoke-damaged exterior walls and ruins were all that remained of many 
 manors built to the highest architectural standards of their day. Three albums  published 
after 1906 with the title “The Ruined Castles of Vidzeme” bear evidence of it.35

Many manor houses were destroyed during the world wars, while others were dis-
figured during the Soviet era, but a number of the remaining manors (in Aizdzire, 
Cīrava, Grenči, Pilsblīdene, Odziena, Jaunrauna, Preiļi, Riebiņi, Vidsmuiža, etc.) are 

30 Jahrbuch für bildende Kunst in den Ostseeprovinzen. Riga: Der Architektenverein zu Riga, 1909, S. 72–73.
31 Siliņš, J. Latvijas māksla: 1800–1914. 114.–116. lpp.
32 Pirang, H. Das baltische Herrenhaus. Teil II: Blütezeit um 1800. Riga: Jonck & Poliewsky, 1928. S. 43.
33 Ibid., S. 42.
34 Siliņš, J. Latvijas māksla: 1800–1914, 120. lpp.
35 Livlands zerstörte Schlösser 1905–1906. Teil I: Rigaer und Wendenschen Kreis. Riga;  Leipzig: E. Plates, 

C. Cnobloch, 32 S.; Teil II: Rigaer Wendenschen und Wolmarschen Kreis. Riga; Leipzig: E. Plates, C. Cno-
bloch, 32 S.; Teil III: Rigaer Wendenschen und Walkschen Kreis. Riga; Leipzig: E. Plates, C. Cnobloch, 32 S.
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threatened with extinction today, given that nearly a century has elapsed without any 
supporting economic mechanism in place, i.e. the one which previously had allowed 
creation and upkeep of these majestic buildings (manorial land was divided and allo-
cated to farmers as part of the 1920 agrarian reform). However, more than one manor 
designed in a classical manner has still survived. These are readily identified by a trian-
gular pediment which rests on top of a columned portico in the main façade, or by 
similar architectural compositions. These buildings as symbols of a definite period in 
history are part of Latvia’s scenery and national cultural heritage, despite not demon-
strating explicitly the unique national building traditions. Manor houses with similar 
massing and appearance can be seen in the rural landscape of Estonia and Lithuania, 
as well as in that of other neighbouring countries. Most of these buildings are located 
in Kurzeme and Zemgale. Outstanding examples are the manor houses of Mežotne, 
Durbe, Svitene, Vandzene, Padure, Laidi, Jaunauce, Brukna, Skrunda, Tāši-Padure, 
Marinzeja, Varakļāni, etc. Several examples of a completely pure style, for example, the 
manor in Kazdanga (1800, Fig.  7), were built entirely by Latvian artisans.36 Jēkabs 
Tillaks, a Latvian master mason, also took part in construction of the church in 
Alūksne (1781–1788, architect Christoph Haberland).37

The architectural pattern of outbuildings of many manors clearly shows a profound 
influence of local building traditions. A number of barns and stables of manors built at 
the beginning of the 19th century have a porch with arched porticos (Fig. 8). These 
were widespread in Kurzeme and Zemgale (in Puzenieki, Kabile and Ērberģe), as well 
as in Vidzeme (in Jaunrauna, Vecpiebalga, Vestiena, Dzērbene, Gatarta, Burtnieki etc.). 
The spatial layout of such a portico was unmistakeably related to the architecture of 
Latvian barns with their posted porches. Similarly monumental forms of the style often 
without any functional purpose found their expression in many public buildings of 
that time (inns, parish grain stores, post houses etc.) reflecting the character and men-
tality of the local people. 

36 Schlippenbach, U. von. Malerische Wanderungen durch Kurland. Riga; Leipzig: Hartmann, 1809, S. 337.
37 Campe, P. Lexicon Liv- und Kurländischer Bau meister, Bauhandwerker und Baugestalter von 1400–1850. 

Bd. 2: Nachtrag und Ergänzungen zu 1. Bande. Stockholm: Humanistiska fonden, Nr. 2003, 1957, S. 254.

Fig. 7. The manor in Kazdanga (1800). J. G. A. Berlitz 
(restored in 1907, P. Schultze-Naumburg). 
Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš

Fig. 8. Mazzalve. The barn of Ērberģe Manor. Early 
19th century. Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš
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Latvian society houses of the 19th and 20th centuries

The second half of the 19th century and the early 20th century was a period when 
many  peoples, including Latvians, laboriously conso lidated themselves into a nation. 
This time was characterised by two periods of national awaken ing. Numerous Latvian 
organisations and societies were established. Many of them were able to build their 
own houses where to expand their activities, hold social events and theatrical perform-
ances, set up libraries, museums, and other public functions. Society houses became 
centres for collecting and exchanging advances in Latvian thinking and intellectual 
values.

Construction of society houses in provincial towns and rural areas was particu-
larly widespread at the beginning of the 20th century. Imposing society buildings were 
erected in various towns of Kurzeme — Jelgava, Tukums, Kandava, Talsi, Kuldīga, 
Ventspils, etc. The House of the Latvian Society of Jelgava (founded in 1880) was built 
around 1889. In 1909, a new building was constructed in its place (Fig. 9),38 to a design 
by the architect Paul Eplée. This huge building in unusually impressive forms of Art 
Nouveau was an architectural jewel, which perished during the Second World  War. 

The House of the Tukums Social Society was built in 1902 and today it is still one 
of the most noticeable and architecturally most interesting buildings in the town, al-
though it lacks unique architectural features. The façade of the building is saturated 
with a blend of Neo-renaissance forms arranged in a steady rhythm which is a general 
feature of Eclecticism. Like many other Latvian society houses, the name of this build-
ing includes the word social since the Tsarist authorities approved the Articles of As-
sociation of the Tukums Social Society only on condition that its name would not in-
clude the word Latvian.39 During the battles in Tukums in 1905, revolutionaries had 
found refuge in this building and the punitive expedition threatened to burn it down. 
The building was saved by lucky coincidence. The Latvian Society of Kandava was 
named “Friendly Society”. Its house was built in 1907–1909, and it too, as in Tukums 
and in other settlements, is one of the most conspicuous buildings with its artistic ex-
pression in this picturesque town. The Neo-gothic and Neo-renaissance motifs in the 
façade of this building are arranged in a clearly perceptible Art Nouveau manner. 
Buildings of Latvian societies designed in forms of grand architecture more characte r-
istic of urban environment can be found in rural areas all over Latvia. Illustrative 
 examples are the houses of the Zaļenieki Society (1893) and the Friendly Society of 
Bukaiši (1901).

The façades of the houses of the Latvian Friendly Society in Talsi (1910–1912, ar-
chitect Mārtiņš Nukša, Fig. 10) and in Kuldīga (1909, architect Aleksandrs Vanags) 
display a restrained and generalised idiom of Art Nouveau. The façade of the building 
in Kuldīga (today the Culture Centre of Kuldīga) has lost most of its original 

38 Jelgava. Latviešu biedrības jaunā ēka. LNB Digitālā bibliotēka : Skatu, mākslas, portretu un apsveikumu at-
klātnes. Accessible at: http://data.lnb.lv/digitala_biblioteka/atklatnes/Index.htm (site last visited 08.09.2016). 

39 Bijušais Tukuma Viesīgās biedrības nams [tiešsaiste]. Tukuma tūrisms. Accessible at: http://www.turisms.
tukums.lv/index/vietas/apskates/tukums_825/bijusais (site last visited 08.09.2016).
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 architectural details in transformations carried 
out during the Soviet period. However, the 
House of the Social Society of Rūjiena designed 
by the same architect (1914)40 has retained all of 
its authentic architectural features. The latter re-
flects a trend of late Art Nouveau of adopting a 
classical vocabulary, i.e. Neo-classicism. The 
House of the Social Society of Cēsis (1914, archi-
tect Augusts  Malvess) boasts similar architec-
tural features.41 This building was restored and 
extended in 2010–2013, transforming it into the 
Vidzeme Concert Hall (architect Juris Poga). The 
robust yet naïve but effectively saturated façade 
of the Venstpils Society (1909, possibly designed 
by the local building contractor  Ernests  Bauls) 
presents a synthesis of Art Nouveau decorative 
expression and motifs of National Romanticism. 
The building was restored and extended in 2010, 
setting up the Ventspils Creative House in it, 
thus continuing today the task of popular educa-
tion and raising of self-awareness.

Many of the well-known houses of Latvian 
societies in Vidzeme were built to the designs by 
the architect Augusts Malvess. Apart from the 
House of the Social Society in Cēsis, he also de-
signed the House of the Anna Agricultural So-
ciety in Alūksne (1912), the House of the Farm-
ing Society in Smiltene (1909, has perished), 
and the House of the Agricultural Society of 
Rauna (1907, Fig. 11). All of them are fine ex-
amples of National Romanticism. This stylistic 
trend was favoured by the architect during the 
early period of his creative career.

The largest number of national societies was 
founded in Riga. Many of them also built archi-
tecturally noteworthy society houses. The Work-
ers Relief Society Pavasara biedrība (Spring-
time  Society) was established in 1872 in the 
workers’ district of Sarkandaugava in the north-
ern part of Riga. In 1888, the architect Kon -
stantīns Pēkšēns designed its society house at 

40 Kampe, P. Aleksandera Vanaga dzīve un darbs. Izglītības Ministrijas Mēnešraksts, Nr. 5/6, 1929, 19. lpp.
41 LVVA, 6343. f., 6. apr., 17. l.  

Fig. 10. The House of the Talsi Friendly Society. 
1910–1912. M. Nukša. Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš

Fig. 11. The House of the Agricultural Society of 
Rauna. 1907. A. Malvess. Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš

Fig. 9. The House of the Jelgava Latvian Society. 1909. 
An early 20th century postcard (the building has 
perished)
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Fig. 12. The building of the Craftsmen 
Aid Society in Riga, Krišjāņa Barona 
iela 3. 1911. Jānis Alksnis. Photograph by 
Jānis Krastiņš

Tilta iela (Street) 32.42 The cultural and educational work 
carried out by the society during the 1890s was infused 
with propagation of the ideas of the second period of the 
Latvian National  Awakening.

The Latvian Craftsmen Aid Society was founded in 
1878. It constructed its own building somewhat later: the 
house of this society was designed by the architect Ed-
mund von Trompowsky in 1901, in the very centre of the 
city, at Lāčplēša iela 25, and today it accommodates the 
New Riga Theatre. This building, like the one of the 
Springtime Society, was also designed in the manner of 
Eclecticism. Various architectural details are arranged in 
a steady rhythm and saturation on its façade. This build-
ing was a witness of important events in the history of 
the Latvian nation: “The Craftsmen Aid Society has al-
ways attracted democratically disposed representatives 
of the Latvian petty bourgeoisie of Riga; the House of the 
Society was the centre of the 1905 mass movement.”43 
This society also established its own savings and loan as-
sociation that was commonly known as the Craftsmen 
Cashbox. Its imposing house at Krišjāņa Barona iela 3 (Fig. 12) was built by the archi-
tect Jānis Alksnis in the manner of Neo-classicism that was most preferred at the time 
for the design of bank buildings. In this house, on 17 November 1918, nine political 
parties signed a protocol establishing the State of Latvia and the People’s Council of 
Latvia. 

There were Latvian organisations in each district of the city, also on the left river-
bank of the Daugava, called in Latvian Pārdaugava. On 3 June 1880, the Torņakalns 
Latvian Relief Society was founded there. In 1903, Jānis Alksnis designed its house at 
Mazā Altonavas (today Altonavas) iela 6. Theatrical performances, various public 
events and lectures were held in its assembly hall. The building itself is an example of 
the so-called brick style, which was one of the stylistic varieties of Eclecticism. Its un-
plastered brick façades are embellished with relief brickwork details that mostly are 
well articulated cornices.

The oldest Latvian organisation is the Riga Latvian Society that was established in 
1868 notwithstanding resistance by ruling circles. A year later, the first House of the 
Society was constructed by the architect Jānis Frīdrihs Baumanis who was a founder 
and later a chairman (1872–1875) of the Society. The building was prominently sited 
in the semicircle of boulevards set up around the old town after demolition of ram-
parts, at present-day Merķeļa iela 13.

42 Here and onwards, the dates of buildings in Riga and their architects are based on the data of the Archives of 
the Riga City Construction Board. LVVA, 2761. f., 3. apr. 

43 Amatnieku palīdzības biedrība, Rīgas latviešu. Latviešu konversācijas vārdnīca. 1. sēj. Rīga: A. Gulbis, 1928, 
382. sl. 
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The first House of the Riga Latvian Society was a relatively simple brick building 
containing a spacious auditorium for 1000 spectators, a stage and various utility rooms. 
At the end of the 19th century, a number of changes and improvements were made to 
the architectural finish and spatial layout to the design by the architect Konstantīns 
Pēkšēns. In 1908, a severe fire ravaged the building created by J.  F.  Baumanis and 
K. Pēkšēns. The Latvian Society immediately set to work to restore the building also 
intending to expand it substantially. The new design was developed by the young ar-
chitects Eižens Laube and Ernests Polis, integrating some walls of the burnt-out build-
ing into the new house. The Construction Department of the Administration of the 
Governorate of Vidzeme approved the plans on 18 October 1908. The elevation was 
designed in typical forms of National Romanticism (Fig. 13).44 This was a popular Art 
Nouveau trend at the time, which Latvian architects sought to develop into a national 
art of building. Opting for this design appeared to be logical, in particular, given the 
function of the building. However, as ever with a new phenomenon, it encountered 
opposition, and such arose also in the Latvian Society. Both architects developed a 
new design45 that was approved on 12 April 1909.

Construction of the house to this design was completed in an unusually short pe-
riod of time, and it was consecrated on 18 December 1909. Its façade reflected a novel 
artistic trend of the time, i.e. Neo-classicism, which around 1910 spread rapidly all 
over Europe as a reaction against excessive use of decoration in some of Art Nouveau 
buildings. The classical vocabulary of forms rendered the artistic appearance dignified, 
presentable, and monumental.

The completed façade of the Riga Latvian Society almost copies the elevation 
drawing, in which only one detail is missing, possibly deliberately, namely, the pattern 

44 LVVA, 2761. f., 3. apr., 566. l., 6a. lp.  
45 Ibid., 69., 73., 74. lp. 

Fig. 13. Elevation drawings of the House of the Riga Latvian Society (from the left to right: 1908, E. Laube; 1909, 
E. Laube and E. Polis, LSHA, fund 2761, description 3, case 566). The completed building at Merķeļa iela 13. 
1909. E. Laube, E. Polis. Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš
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Fig. 14. Façade murals of the House of the Riga 
Latvian Society (from left to right: the central 
mural, “Greetings from the Sun” and “At a Spring”). 
J. Rozentāls. Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš

of the balcony railings. The central part of the 
balcony, directly above the entrance portico, is 
tightly enclosed by the parapet, flanked on 
both sides by openwork railings featuring 
crosses in a way that definitely resembles the 
British flag. It was no coincidence since the 
political leaning of the Riga Latvian Society in 
favour of England was no secret. It was em-
phasised in the articles by Frīdrihs Veinbergs, a 
lawyer, political figure and journalist, the prin-
cipal author of the Society’s ideological stance. 
As early as 1884, he wrote that: “When we 
want to find out which country has seen the 
best orderly development of social welfare, and 
where governance is based on strong, unshake-
able foundations, we find one such country — 
England.”46 And later, Veinbergs emphasised 
that it was England whose parliamentarianism 
needed to be studied when establishing one’s 
own state.47

The picturesque murals made by the emi-
nent Latvian painter Janis Rozentāls surmount 
the façade and give the building a particular 
character. The central composition depicts an-
cient allegorical mythical figures — Pērkons, 
Potrimps, and Pīkols (Fig. 14) who symbolise 
strength. The murals “Greetings from the Sun” 
on the left and “At a Spring” on the right sym-
bolise beauty and wisdom — cultural values. 
The avant-corps are flanked with four compo-
sitions “Art”, “Science”, “Farming” and “Industry” showing the means for achieving 
these goals.

An adjacent old building, which stood at the corner of Merķeļa iela and Arhitektu 
iela and had been converted into a private school, was demolished in 1934 and instead 
of it an extension of the House of the Riga Latvian Society was built to the design by 
Eižens Laube and consecrated in 1938. In 1995, the restaurant located in the exten-
sion was renovated, and between 1999 and 2000 extensive restoration and repair 
works were carried out in the entire building. Layers of interior decoration from the 
Soviet period were removed, which for the large part consisted of tasteless garish imi-
tations of gilding. Restoration was carried out respecting the principles advocated by 

46 Veinbergs, F. Politiskas domas iz Latvijas. Leipciga: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1884, 63. lpp.
47 Veinbergs, F. Latvijas pirmā Saeima: Viņas ievēlēšana un tuvākais uzdevums. Rīga, 1922, 5. lpp.
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Laube, that all that is rich and bright has to have real value, thus gold colour applied 
in public buildings must be only brass and gold. False lustre is incompatible with Lat-
vian mentality and way of life. Several rooms were restored in 2014 and 2017.

Another building which has had an outstanding role in the history of Latvian cul-
ture is located in the district of Vecmīlgrāvis (Riga) at Ziemeļblāzmas iela 36. This is 
the House of the Anti-alcohol Society Ziemeļblāzma that was the fruit of en deavours 
by Augusts Dombrovskis, a respected public figure, industrialist, and philanthropist. 
The first building on this site was constructed in 1903–1904. It was the venue for the-
atrical performances and housed a library; however, on 16 January 1905, the police 
authorities forbade theatrical performances, fearing workers’ uprising. On 21 January 
1906, a unit of the punitive expedition sent by the Tsarist government burned down 
the building. Miraculously Augusts Dombrovskis escaped from being shot, but this 
close call did not break his spirit or will.

The Society Ziemeļblāzma resumed its activities in 1907. Intending to attract the 
creative intelligentsia both to the district and to the Anti-alcohol Society, the building 
named Burtnieki was erected at Ziemeļblāzmas iela 38, not far from the site of the 
burnt House of the Society. Construction of a temporary house for the Society was 
started as well. Officially Augusts Dombrovskis invited the sculptor Gustavs Šķilters 
to plan the new building, but it is assumed that Dombrovskis himself was the author 
of actual plans for this structure. To a certain degree, the composer Jāzeps Vītols’ 
memoir bears evidence of it. He described an August evening when Dombrovskis, 
accompanied by himself and Šķilters, had put stakes in the ground and said that they 
marked the area where construction of temporary society building would begin the 
next day. Vītols remarks in his memoir: “He did not need an architect; he had drawn 
the plans himself, selected materials, and was supervising masons and carpenters.”48 
The building, which was described as a pavilion, was completed in three months. A 
library was open, theatrical performances took place, and concerts were held there by 
the autumn of 1907. A constellation of creative individuals spent time at Burtnieki 
and produced their masterpieces there. Ziemeļblāzma became a centre of national 
culture.

The need for a new building became evident and thanks to the success of the en-
terprise owned by Augusts Dombrovskis, he was able to finance its construction. New 
construction began on 10 March 1910, and the house was opened on 1 September 
1913. It was a huge reinforced concrete structure. Jāzeps Vītols pointed out: “Dom-
brovskis built this While House using stone and steel: so that no punitive expedition 
might be able to burn it down again.”49

This building, occasionally called the White House, is a real masterpiece of Art 
Nouveau architecture with its façade featuring a pronounced vertical composition. 
This style, the so-called Perpendicular Art Nouveau, was used for many apartment 
houses in Riga, yet the façade of Ziemeļblāzma is fascinating with its particularly ele-
gant massing and dynamic fenestration. There is a widely accepted assumption that 

48 Vītols, J. Manas dzīves atmiņas. Rīga: Liesma, 1988, 174. lpp.
49 Ibid.
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sketches were drawn by Dombrovskis himself, assisted by an engineer,50 but one of the 
elevation drawings still kept in the Archives of the Riga City Construction Board, was 
evidently drawn by an experienced architect (Fig. 15). The drawing is not signed, thus 
there is no documentary evidence to prove its authorship. Nevertheless, it bears a 
strong visual resemblance to the “Endla” building, which housed a theatre in Pärnu, 
Estonia. It was built in 1908–1911, but demolished after the Second World War. The 
Estonian architect-engineer Georg Hellat was one of the architects who drew up plans 
for this building.51 He was also the author of the plans for the apartment building in 
Riga, at Mednieku iela 6a (1910). Considering his involvement in Riga, it is possible 
that he was the author of the design for Ziemeļblāzma. 

To meet modern needs, Ziemeļblāzma building and park was restored and trans-
formed in 2011–2013 to the design by the architect Juris Skalbergs. The authentic 
historic image of the building was retained while providing it with a new functional 
and interior finish of a much higher quality. After the decay suffered during the 
 period of Soviet occupation, Ziemeļblāzma has regained importance as a centre of 
 culture.

Latvian architects and builders

Most builders in Latvia have always been Latvians. Their names appear on the 
lists of carpenters and masons being in service to the Dukes of Courland during the 
17th century. It was only in the 18th century when German guilds of carpenters and 
masons were formed in Riga and Jelgava in an effort to counterbalance the number of 
Latvian craftsmen present. The status of an architect, as it is understood today, cer-
tainly in legal terms, was not precisely defined up until the mid-19th century. In a cer-
tain sense, the functions of an architect were often carried out by someone working at 
the construction site designated as a master builder.

50 Burtnieku nams. Cita Rīga. Pilsēta no cita skatupunkta. Accessible at: http://www.citariga.lv/?page=10&id= 
13&part=4 (site last visited 8.09.2016).  

51 Hallas-Murula, K. Juugendstiilis Endla teatri hoone — Pärnu kadunud rahvussümbol. Pärnu Postimees, 
9 Nov. 2006.

Fig. 15. The House of the Anti-alcoholic Society Ziemeļblāzma in Riga, Ziemeļblāzmas iela 36. 1910–1913. 
Overall view and elevation drawing
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Mārcis Podiņš-Sārums, who worked extensively during the first half of the 19th 
century in Vidzeme, is justifiably deemed to be the first Latvian master builder. He 
took part in construction of many churches (in Drusti, Dzērbene, Smiltene, etc.) and 
had demonstrated that he was, according to historical accounts, “an honest master” 
who “knew his craft well”.52 Building works carried out by Latvian builders in the past 
and heritage of vernacular architecture were the major topics of research in history of 
architecture during the 1930s. One of the most renowned researchers of the time con-
cluded that “in the entire territory of our land around this time (mid-19th century — 
J. K.) Latvian building ability had reached a generous maturity”.53

One of the most distinguished names among Latvian builders during the second 
half of the century was Jānis Frīdrihs Baumanis — the first Latvian architect who had 
professional academic education. He designed more than a third of all buildings 
erected along the boulevards of Riga. In 1879, J. F. Baumanis was also one of the found-
ers of the Riga Association of Architects (Rigaer Architekten-Verein). This organisation 
was entirely German in its orientation and soon fell apart. It was founded a second 
time ten years later and there was again a Latvian architect among the founders — 
Konstantīns Pēkšēns. He is the most prolific architect who ever worked in Latvia as he 
built more than 250 masonry multi-storey apartment houses in Riga. Konstantīns 
Pēkšēns received his academic education at Riga Polytechnicum (since 1896, Riga 
Poly technical Institute). The Latvian architect Oskars Bārs was the first graduate of the 
Architecture Department of Riga Polytechnicum. He was also prolific — at least 
90 buildings in Riga were constructed to his designs.

Latvian professional architecture started to flourish at the beginning of the 
20th cen tury, resulting from previously unprecedented economic activity and economic 
development. The Baltic German architect Bernhard Bielenstein remarked that at the 
time “many companies opened their branch offices in Riga. It led to powerful growth 
of the construction industry.”54 A new generation of young architects appeared. The 
renowned architect Eižens Laube was one of the first Latvians to teach at the Riga Poly-
technical Institute where studies took place principally in German. During this period 
83 multi-storey masonry buildings in Riga were designed by Eižens Laube, 71 by Alek-
sandrs Vanags, around 40 by Ernests Polis, around 20 by Augusts Malvess, the same 
number by Mārtiņš Nukša and 15 by Jānis Gailis. Jānis Alksnis, a self-taught architect, 
was exceptionally successful. He was the author of about 200 outstanding Art Nouveau 
buildings constructed in Riga. So far no detailed assessment has been made of the ac-
complishments of yet another prolific designer of buildings — Indriķis Devendruss — 
but in total these buildings, together with houses constructed during the 19th century 
by J. F. Baumanis, constitute 40% of the major edifices located in central Riga. Almost 
60% of the owners of large apartment houses in the early 20th century were Latvians, 
who also financed their construction, and Latvian construction companies owned by 
Pēteris  Radziņš, Ludvigs Neiburgs, Miķelis Vaitnieks, Krišjānis Ķergalvis and others 

52 Kundziņš, P. Latviešu celtniecība, 458. lpp.
53 Ibid.
54 Bielenstein, B. Erinnerungen. Baltische Hefte, Bd. 13, 1967, S. 180–181.
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performed the works. In the direct sense of the word, the centre of contemporary Riga 
was built by Latvians.

Decades had to elapse after the end of the First World War to heal the wounds of 
war. More active construction resumed in Latvia during the second half of the 1920s, 
and local architects immediately picked up the newest trends of European architec-
ture. Various specialists worked as professional architects, most of them being gradu-
ates of Riga Polytechnical Institute. The traditions of the Riga school of architecture 
established there, only now more Latvian in character, were passed on and continued 
at the University of Latvia. Its graduates formed a new generation of architects. The 
Association of the Architects of Latvia was founded in 1924, at the time when there 
still were disputes between Latvian architects and the purely German Riga Architects’ 
Association. Nevertheless, a number of prominent local German architects — Wil-
helm Bockslaff, Heinz Pirang and others — participated in the activities of the Latvian 
organisation. At the end of the 1920s, when the city of Riga was funding construction 
of communal housing from its own resources (at Ausekļa iela 3, Jāņa Asara iela 15 
and 2, and Lomonosova iela 22), Heinz Pirang, although his theoretical works55 re-
flected cultural bearer’s ideas of colonial art theory, worked together with the Latvian 
ar chitects Pāvils Dreijmanis, Ernests Štālbergs and Osvalds Tīlmanis to design these 
 buildings.

The principal innovative trend in architecture during the inter-war period was 
Modern Movement or Functionalism. The civil engineer Teodors Hermanovskis pio-
neered this style in Latvia. He attracted attention of his contemporaries “by introduc-
ing this new direction to us”.56 His earliest design was that for the apartment house 
with shops located in Riga at Marijas iela 8 (1926), which was followed by a series of 
typical Functionalist buildings with a more or less emphatic cubic massing, ribbon 
fene stration, vertical glazing of staircase windows, as well as family dwellings in 
Pārdaugava at Māras Dīķis (pond) in Riga. There are also 58 buildings designed by 
Hermanovskis in the housing district “Teika” where development began in 1930. Pauls 
Kundziņš, Dāvids Zariņš, Ansis Kalniņš, Aleksandrs Klinklāvs, Kārlis Bikše and other 
Latvian architects also designed fine examples of Functionalist buildings.

During the 20th century, changes of architectural styles were accompanied by rapid 
development of theoretical thinking about architecture. One important issue that chal-
lenged architects was the identity of Latvian architecture.

National architectural style

At the beginning of the 20th century, Art Nouveau appeared in the architecture of 
all largest cities of the western and central parts of Latvia. Around 1905, it became the 
only prevailing style in Riga. Art Nouveau made Riga stand out in comparison to other 

55 Pirang, H. Das baltische Herrenhaus. Teil I: Die älteste Zeit bis um 1750.  Riga, 1926, 81 S, 80 Taf.; Teil II: Die 
Blütezeit um 1800.  Riga, 1928, 72 S, 80 Taf.; Teil III: Die neuere Zeit seit 1850.  Riga, 1930, 87 S, 80 Taf.

56 Latvju darbinieku galerija. Rīga: Grāmatu Draugs, 1929, 50. lpp.
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European cities with their diversity of styles at 
that time. The Art Nouveau of Riga was largely 
influenced by developments in Germany and 
Austria. Local German Baltic architects Alfred 
Aschenkampff, Heinrich Scheel, Friedrich 
Scheffel and Wilhelm Neumann pioneered this 
style in Riga.

Mikhail Eisenstein is often referred to as 
the most prolific Art Nouveau architect.57 He is 
also often described as one of the most famous 
architects.58 In fact, he was a civil engineer who 
also designed buildings, and 18 multi-storey 
masonry buildings were constructed in Riga to 
his designs. This number is not large consider-

ing the accomplishments of other architects working in Riga. All of his designs were 
examples of Eclecticism or eclectically decorative Art Nouveau. The buildings at 
Strēlnieku iela 4a, Alberta iela 2, 2a, 4, 6, and 8 (Fig. 16), Elizabetes iela 10a, 10b, and 
33, as well as at Brīvības iela 99, which were built to his designs between 1901 and 
1906, capture the viewer’s attention thanks to their lavishly decorated façades re sembl-
ing theatre decorations, where shapes taken from the vocabulary of previous styles in-
tertwine with eclectic and colourful medley of masks, floral ornaments, undulated 
lines, circles and other geometrical forms, and sculpted elements. All of these features 
are not at all typical of the Art Nouveau architecture of Riga which although being or-
nate and diverse is quite solid and serious.

Articles in the popular press assert that there is a special “Art Nouveau district” in 
Riga,59 and that Elizabetes Street is “the main street in Riga’s Art Nouveau district”.60 It 
is recommended “to stroll down along the famous and charming Alberta Street”.61 In 
fact, there are only 17 edifices built in this style along the entire length of Elizabetes 
Street, while there are as many as 10 such buildings in the adjacent Vīlandes Street that 
is six times shorter. One of the outstanding buildings in Alberta Street is Kon stan-
tīns Pēkšēns’ house, located at Alberta iela 12 (1903), which today houses the Riga Art 
Nouveau Museum. The building facing it at Alberta iela 11 (1908, architect E. Laube) 
is an icon of National Romanticism.  

National Romanticism was one aspect of the formal varieties of Art Nouveau, and 
one which flourished during the search for the Latvian national identity in archi-

57 Art Nouveau in Riga. In Your Pocket. Riga. Accessible at: http://www.inyourpocket.com/riga/Art-Nouveau-
in-Riga_71844f (site last visited 08.09.2016).

58 Art Nouveau District. Local Life. Accessible at: http://www.local-life.com/riga/articles/art-nouveau  (site last 
visited 08.09.2016).

59 Art Nouveau District. Virtual Tourist. Accessible at: http://members.virtualtourist.com/m/p/m/23b526/ (site 
last visited 08.09.2016).

60 Ibid.
61 Walking Tour of Riga’s Beautiful Art Nouveau Architecture. Get Your Guide. Accessible at: https://www.gety-

ourguide.com/riga-l213/walking-tour-art-nouveau-in-riga-t22095/ (site last visited 08.09.2016). 

Fig. 16. Alberta Street. An early 20th century post card
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tecture. The roots of National Romanticism are to be found in a traditional approach 
to designing shape and form in vernacular architecture. 

Previously apartment houses, particularly ones built in the manner of Eclecticism, 
and especially in Neo-renaissance forms, made use of a historical vocabulary and were 
everywhere almost as similar as drops of water, whereas Art Nouveau took a different 
expression in different countries, even in different cities. One of the distinguishing 
features of this style was an attempt to integrate distinct national cultural peculiarities 
in works of architecture. This was particularly evident in the periphery of European 
empires where economy and culture were more developed than in the imperial politi-
cal centres. Examples were Catalonia in Spain, Slovenia and the Czech lands in 
 Austria-Hungary, as well as Finland and Latvia in Russia. Expression of national ideas 
in architecture was a widespread phenomenon. The “homeland style” (Heimatstil) was 
popular in Germany, and the “new Russian style” (неорусский стиль) in Russia, but 
for large nations this stylistic development was largely a manifestation of their cultural 
traditions, which bordered on demonstration of their superiority. Yet for the smaller 
ones, National Romanticism was spurred by their national awakening and it was also 
an instrument how to demonstrate and convey ideas to the public what was otherwise 
not possible. Apparently, it was no coincidence that in Latvia National Romanticism 
flourished after the events of 1905.

Systematic studies of vernacular architecture carried out in the late 19th century 
prepared fertile soil where National Romanticism could develop. A summary of their 
findings was first displayed at the Latvian ethnographic exhibition in 1896.62 The dis-
tinguished Baltic German pastor and scholar of language, history, and geography, 
 August Bielenstein, was one of the organisers of this exhibition. Even today many of 
his findings63 have not lost their significance. A German publicist of the period was 
quite accurate in his observation that, “the Courlander Bielenstein has so well and 
thor oughly studied the Latvian language, cultural history and archaeology that even 
those Latvians who are most fiercely inimical to Germans speak about this man ex-
pressing the greatest respect and emphasising his scrupulousness”.64

Already in 1904, the literature and art critic Jānis Asars wrote that art must de-
velop keeping up with the spirit of the times, and also that “only if our art could de-
velop freely, meeting the demands of the Latvian way of life, then it will be real art, and 
insofar as it will be real art, it will be Latvian through its natural need”.65 Eižens Laube 
was the principal ideologue and promoter of National Romanticism. In 1908, he pub-
lished an article that became a kind of manifesto for the national style.66 The article 

62 Plutte, V. Katalogs latviešu etnogrāfiskai izstādei pa X arheoloģiskā kongresa laiku Rīgā, 1896. g. Rīga, 1896.
63 Bielenstein, A. Die Holzbauten und Holzgeräte der Letten. Ein Beitrag zur Ethnographie, Culturgeschichte und 

Archaeologiedder Völker Russlands im Westgebiet. St. Petersburg: Типография Российской академии Наук, 
1907–1918. 838 S.

64 Die deutschen Ostseeprovinzen Rußlands. Ge schichtlich, kulturell und wirtschaftlich dar gestellt von Kennern 
der Baltischen Provin zen. Berlin: Druck von Elsner, 1918, S. 134–135.

65 Asars, J. Mākslas amatniecība. Asara Jāņa Kopoti raksti. 1. sēj., 3. burtn. Rīga: A. Raņķis, 1910, 39. lpp.
66 Laube, E. Par būvniecības stilu. Zalktis, 1908, Nr. 4, 145.–148. lpp.
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 offered an approach how to create this style: “We, 
Latvians have been given an opportunity to immerse 
ourselves in the spirit of our ancestors, and the more 
we do so, the more this spirit will be rekindled in us 
and in a renewed and stronger manner will inspire us 
and our lives, our work. Then our buildings as well 
will show their character that will be fully independ-
ent, Latvian.” At the same time Laube warned: “It 
would be wrong for us to shut ourselves off from all 
that is foreign and from historical influences, from 
all that comes from abroad.”67

Although the first buildings designed in the 
manner of National Romanticism appeared only in 
1905, by 1911 this stylistic variety died away. These 
buildings form about one quarter of all Art Nouveau 
buildings in Riga. The most striking examples of Na-
tional Romanticism are the buildings designed by the 
Latvian architects Eižens Laube, Aleksandrs Vanags, 
Konstantīns  Pēkšēns and others, while a number of 
buildings in this style were also erected in Riga to the 
designs by several Baltic German architects. In addi-
tion to the already mentioned Church of the Cross, 
there are residential buildings at Nometņu iela 47 
(1909, architect Wilhelm Bockslaff, Fig. 17), Tērbatas 
iela 6/8 (1908, architects Bernhard Bielenstein and 
Heinrich Ehmke), Skolas iela 12a (1908, engineer 
Eduard Busch, Fig. 18), Skolas iela 10 (1910, archi-
tect Wilhelm Roessler), and Ģertrūdes iela 38 (1907) 
63 (1910). The designs of the last two buildings were 
signed by the architect Alexander Schmaeling. Re-
cent studies have shown that the design was actually 
developed by the Latvian architect Pauls Kampe, 
who worked at that time in the design office of 
A. Schmaeling.

The Art Nouveau of Riga harmoniously combin-
ing elements of both German and Latvian cultures is 
a unique and sparkling jewel, and a significant con-
tribution to the world architecture. Outside Riga, the 

largest number of Art Nouveau buildings can be seen in Liepāja. There are at least 70 
Art Nouveau edifices that give this city its distinctive image. In general, the local 
identity is part of Art Nouveau, despite this quite often the icons of this style were 

67 Laube, E. Par būvniecības stilu. Zalktis, 1908, Nr. 4, 147. lpp.

Fig. 17. The apartment house in Riga, 
Nometņu iela 47. 1909. W. Bockslaff. 
Photograph by Jānis Krastiņš

Fig. 18. The apartment house in Riga, 
Skolas iela 12a. 1908. E. Busch. Photograph by 
Jānis Krastiņš
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created in a distinctly cosmopolitan atmosphere, and this was a case in Liepāja in the 
early 20th century. The local architect of German descent Max Theodor Bertschy,  
the civil engineer Charles Carr, a graduate of Riga Polytechnical Institute, who had 
immigrated from England, the architect Ludwig Melville, a graduate of the Saint 
 Petersburg Academy of Art, whose ancestors had come to Liepāja from Scotland in 
the 18th century, the Latvian architect Pauls Kampe, who had studied in Riga and in 
Darmstadt (Germany), and possibly other architects whose contributions to the 
unique Art Nouveau cityscape of Liepāja are currently not known, practised there. 
The buildings designed by Ludwig Melville are remarkable for their finely detailed 
and decoratively saturated, slightly eclectic façades (Fig. 19). Bertschy largely em-
ployed a solid restrained vocabulary of forms. The buildings designed by Charles 
Carr are fine examples of Perpendicular Art Nouveau and stand out with their effi-
cient articulation of massing. Pauls Kampe’s buildings have elegant composition, un-
pretentious yet refined details and the architectural idiom approaching National 
 Romanticism.

Art Nouveau has not left as many traces in other cities of Latvia as in the indus-
trial centres of Riga and Liepāja. There are about twenty Art Nouveau buildings in 
Ventspils, a dozen in Cēsis, six in Jelgava, five in Kuldīga, and two in Daugavpils. The 
manor house in Lūznava is a rare example of Art Nouveau in a rural setting. The best 
examples of National Romanticism in an urban setting are the apartment house in 
Cēsis, at Raunas iela 10 (1910, architect A. Malvess), a dwelling in Smiltene, at Dārza 
iela 13 (around 1910, architect A. Malvess), and apartment houses in Liepāja, at 
Graudu iela 34 and at Lielā iela 4 (around 1910, both designed by P. Kampe, Fig. 20).

National Romanticism as well as Art Nouveau in general, soon suffered overall 
rejection. Nevertheless, an intense exchange of views on issues related to the national 
style continued throughout the inter-war period. A number of architects, art histori-
ans, and literary figures — Eižens  Laube, Pauls Kundziņš, Pāvils Dreijmanis, Jānis 
Rutmanis, Georgs Dauge, Pēteris Ārends, Pēteris Bērzkalns, Valdemārs Dambergs 
and others — continued to publish small articles and voluminous works on this 

Fig. 19. The school in Liepāja, Ausekļa iela 9. 
1907–1912. L. Melville. Photograph by 
Jānis Krastiņš

Fig. 20. The apartment house with shops in Liepāja, 
Lielā iela 4. 1911. P. Kampe. Photograph by 
Jānis Krastiņš
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 topic.68 The majority of them were ironic in their remarks about the buildings of Na-
tional Romanticism dating from the early 20th century, seeing in them, a largely super-
ficial treatment of ethnographic ornaments, or imitation of vernacular forms, which 
Pēteris Bērzkalns described as a bad habit.69 Despite all the attempts of finding a na-
tional identity during the 20th century, National Romanticism has not been surpassed 
as an achievement. The principal impact of architecture derives from form, whence 
each style or stylistic trend contains a certain number of superficial forms. On the 
other hand, interpretation is not imitation. During the 1920s and 1930s, the original 
vocabulary of forms which developed in the early 20th century was quite naturally re-
garded as having had its day, but nothing new emerged having equal artistic qualities. 
Several hundred new school buildings were one of the most important contributions 
to the cultural scenery of Latvia of that time.

Latvia can take pride in many people’s houses built during the 1920s and 1930s. 
Architecture of these buildings mostly reflected the architecturally stylistic trends of 
the time. However, many Latvian monuments to the War of Independence and com-
memorative ensembles stand out with their epic scale and expression, which have no 
equivalent in other countries. The best examples are the Brethren Cemetery in Riga 
(1924–1936, sculptor Kārlis Zāle, architect Pēteris Feders, landscape architect Andrejs 
Zeidaks), and the Monument to Freedom in Riga (1931–1935, sculptor Kārlis Zāle, 
 architect Ernests Štālbergs). Architecture of both the Brethren Cemetery and the 
Monument to Freedom also reflects the language of the European Modern Movement 
(Functionalism). Every truly national art is a value of the whole world of art.

Over the centuries, the architecture of Latvia has seen simultaneous materialisa-
tion of European art styles and impressive examples of pagan cultural archetypes. The 
contrast and symbiosis of both reflect the interaction between Latvian and German 
cultures. During the 18th century, Latvians were subjected to double yoke: the territory 
of Latvia was gradually absorbed into the Russian Empire. Russian authorities imple-
mented a step-by-step policy of Russification. Yet, Slavic elements, if there are any at 
all in the Latvian culture today, are not essential. The Latvian way of life is firmly 
rooted in the European culture and mentality and its material expression.

68 Ārends, P. Latvijas celtniecības sasniegumi 20  gados. Senatne un Māksla, Nr.  1, 1939, 135.–157.  lpp; 
Bērzkalns, P. Nacionālais stils celtniecībā. Daugava, Nr. 9, 1938, 845.–860. lpp.; Dambergs, V. Nacionālais 
stils un tautas stils. Brīvā Zeme, Nr. 257, 1932, 12. nov., 8. lpp.; Dauge, G. Par nacionālu arhitektūru. Burt-
nieks, Nr. 10, 1935, 773.–782. lpp.; Dreijmanis, P. Kā jāveidojas Rīgas celtniecībai. Brīvā Zeme, Nr. 20, 1936, 
25. janv., 8. lpp.; Dreijmanis, P. Monumentāls celtņu loks ap Iekšrīgu. Rīts, Nr. 26, 1936, 26.  janv., 13. lpp.; 
Laube, E. Latvijas arhitektūras radīšana. Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 218, 1922, 28. sept., 1. lpp. [Informācija par 
E.  Laubes akadēmisko runu Latvijas Universitātes svētkos]; Kundziņš,  P.  Lauku tautas nami. Ārpusskolas 
Izglītība, Nr. 1, 1925, 10.–13. lpp.; Nr. 1, 1926, 16.–19. lpp.; Kundziņš, P. Piezīmes par latvju arhitektūru. Stu-
dents, Nr. 218, 1935, 1. febr., 4. lpp.; Laube, E. Nacionālā celtniecības stila izveidošana Latvijā. Nr. 11, Pēdējā 
Brīdī, 1936, 15. janv., 1. lpp.; Laube, E. Latviskais arhitektūras stils tagadnē. Dzīvei pretim. [Kārtojis Līgotņu 
Jēkabs]. Rīga: Izglītības min. mācību līdz. nod., 1936, 224.–232. lpp.; Laube, E. Latviskās arhitektūras for-
mas. Latvijas Arhitektūra, Nr.  2, 1938, 72. lpp.; Laube, E. Latviskais skaistums. Latvijas Kareivis, Nr. 267, 
1938, 24. nov., p. 2; Laube, E. Arhitektūras gars atjaunotā Latvijā. Latvijas Arhitektūra, Nr. 4/5, 1939, 111.–
113. lpp.; Laube, E. Kas ir latviskais skaistums. Senatne un Māksla, Nr. 3, 1939, 45.–49. lpp.; Rušiņš, T. Ceļš uz 
latviešu nacionālo stilu būvniecībā. Rīga: Literatūra, 1937, 62. lpp.; Rutmanis, J. Celtniecības izstāde. Latvijas 
Arhitektūra, Nr. 6, 1939, 165.–175. lpp. 

69 Bērzkalns, P. Nacionālais stils celtniecībā, Daugava, 1938, Nr. 9, 857. lpp.
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The appearance of the cultural scenery of Latvia is determined by vernacular ar-
chitecture, ecclesiastical buildings, manor ensembles, cultural and educational estab-
lishments and urban areas. The traditional churches of Kurzeme as an archetype as 
well as the mediaeval churches in Riga, Cēsis, and Valmiera, and the Baroque churches 
in Latgale have a special place among ecclesiastical buildings. Palaces in Jelgava and 
Rundāle, and several manor houses from the Classical period are the highest achieve-
ments in the architecture of manors and castles.

Many houses of Latvian societies were built at the turn of the 20th century clearly 
indicating the development of Latvian self-awareness. Many of these buildings are also 
associated with important events leading to the establishment of the independent State 
of Latvia. The architecture of these buildings only rarely reflected the vocabulary of 
National Romanticism, which may be regarded as an expression of specifically Latvian 
architecture. The architecture of Latvian society houses includes a very wide variety of 
styles rooted in the overall diversity of the architecture of Europe. It also refers to the 
large number of people’s houses built during the first years of Latvia’s independence. 
They are designed in a classical manner, which during the second half of the 1930s de-
veloped into Neo-eclecticism, Art Deco, and Functionalism or Modern Movement. 
Many schools built in the countryside and cities at that time are a unique part of 
Latvia’s architectural scenery.

Buildings erected in Riga during the early 20th century constitute an important 
part of the multi-faceted world cultural heritage of the city. The majority of the apart-
ment houses built in Riga during this period were owned by Latvians and they were 
mostly constructed by Latvian-owned companies to the plans by Latvian architects. 
Their architecture reflected efforts to integrate specific national ideas into their artistic 
design, as well as interpretation of stylistic features popular elsewhere in Europe. The 
historic centre of Riga personifies the contribution made by Latvians to the world stock 
of cultural values. 
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RELIGIONS IN LATVIA

This article presents a historical overview of the religious institutions and the religiosity of the re-
sidents of Latvia from ancient times to the present. The authors consider various historical turning 
points, the development of the principal religions, key facts and personalities, offering thereby an 
evaluation of religious processes in Latvia.

Keywords: religious institutions, Christianisation, religiosity, religious identity, spiritual writing, 
Livonia, the Reformation, secularisation, religious diversity, the Republic of Latvia.

Coexistence of different religious experiences and impressions has always been a 
feature of the religious life in Latvia.1 This makes the history of religion in Latvia par-
ticularly interesting, but complicates the task of investigators to represent it in its en-
tirety. It must be noted that until the Reformation, religion and culture cannot be 
viewed and analysed as separate phenomena in the history of Latvia. Similarly, reli-
gious identity cannot simply be identified with religiosity or the practice of religion. 
Even an individual who does not engage in any religious practices cannot avoid be-
longing to a particular religious space. Several essential factors have influenced reli-
gious life in Latvia. First, the residents of Latvia have historically been unable to deter-
mine their religious life by themselves. This applied to legislation, the creation of 
institutions, as well as to the form of public religious practices, which were adapted 
according to the needs and interests of local society. Second, the appearance of several 
religions in the territory of Latvia was determined by the mobility of people and ideas. 
For example, Judaism appeared in Latvia in this way, also the Old Believers and Islam, 
and today new religions continue to arrive this way. The religious situation was also 
influenced by various waves of emigration, for example that of Baptists to Brazil at the 
beginning of the 20th century, or the departure of residents of Latvia as refugees after 
the Second World War and contemporary economic emigration. Third, intellectual 
factors have always influenced religious life, and Latvia is no exception in this respect. 
For example, the Enlightenment ideas of the 18th century have particularly influenced 
the development of Protestantism, both theologically as well as in the social activities 

1 This chapter is based in part on an article contained in the collection of academic papers (in Latvian): Reliģi-
jas un garīgās kustības Latvijā. Latvieši un Latvija, 4. sēj. Rīga, 2013, 39.–64. lpp.
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of churches and education policies. The modernist belief in linear progress found ex-
pression in the beginning of the 20th century, both in theology and in the conviction 
that it is possible to belong only to a single nation, culture or religion. Extreme forms 
of the declaration of subjective beliefs reflect traces of postmodernism, such as neo-
Pentecostal parishes, the New Age movement, and consumer society attitudes towards 
religion. 

The origins

Information about the religion of the ancient Latvians is fragmentary, consisting 
of sparse written records left by biased observers and the findings of archaeologists. 
Little can be concluded about pre-Christian aspects of the ancient Latvian religion 
outside of mythology or the narrative dimension of religion. Latvian mythology has 
been rather well investigated, largely thanks to studies by Haralds Biezais.2 Latvian 
folk-songs (dainas) were the principal source for the research done by H. Biezais and 
the basis for works by other students of mythology;3 these songs contain a wealth of 
mythological references, but most were recorded during the 19th century and attribut-
ing a date for them is problematic. Latvian folklore is syncretic in regard to religious 
and mythological aspects, since it has mostly been created in the presence and proba-
bly under the influence of Christianity. The structured mythological picture is always 
the result of interpretation and is a reconstruction. Haralds Biezais identified two prin-
cipal categories of god-like and mythological beings — the celestial deities (Dievs, 
Saule, Pērkons, Auseklis etc.) and the gods of prosperity and welfare (Laima, Jumis), 
whereas Sigma Ankrava draws a distinction between celestial and chthonic deities.4 

It is most likely that the ancestors of today’s Latvians, as was common elsewhere in 
Europe, held to an agrarian religion, because what was essential for them was to en-
sure a stable cycle of fertility of the land and their domesticated animals and to protect 
these against natural and social harm. The mythological picture reflects this same ten-
dency. Religious practices also served another essential purpose — to ensure a good 
life (i.e. as long as possible, healthy, peaceful, and prosperous) for oneself and one’s kin, 
a good family, a peaceful death and a good after-life. 

2 Biezais, H. Die Hauptgöttinnen der alten Letten. Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1955; Biezais, H. Die Gottes-
gestalt der lettischen Volksreligion. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1961; Biezais, H. Lichtgott der alten 
Letten. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1976; Biezais, H. Die himmlische Götterfamilie der alten Letten. 
Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1972.

3 Neuland, L. Jumis, die Fruchtbarkeitsgottheit der alten Letten. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell Internatio-
nal, 1977; Johansons, A. Der Schirmherr des Hofes im Volksglauben der Letten: Studien über Orts-, Hof- und 
Hausgeister. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1964.

4 Ankrava, S. Baltic Religion. The Handbook of Religions in Ancient Europe. Christensen, L. B., Hammer, O., 
Warburton, D. A. (eds.). Durham: Acumen Publ. Ltd., 2013, pp. 359–372.
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Fig. 1. Ikšķile Castle and Church at the end of the 12th century, 
as reconstructed by Gunārs Jansons (from the collection of 
the National History Museum of Latvia)

The Christianisation of Ancient 
Latvia and integration of the 
territory of Latvia into the space of 
Christian civilisation

The Baltic lands were the last terri-
tories in Europe to receive Christianity. 
According to the chronicle of Adam of 
Bremen, the ancient Latvians were first 
introduced to the Christian message 
around the 9th century as a result of ac-
tivities by Danish missionaries whose 
efforts in Courland (modern-day 
Kurzeme) were coordinated by the 
Archbishop of Lund.5 Danish mission-
aries were active in Courland in 1161. 
Archaeological finds (crosses, images 
of saints, pectoral crosses in graves, the 
dead buried with hands crossed), re-

ferences in the Old Slavonic Primary Chronicle and loan words are evidence that a 
small layer of prosperous residents living along the Daugava River accepted Christian-
ity in its Orthodox form. 

Orthodox churches had been built by the first half of the 12th century at Jersika and 
Koknese.6 A number of terms in Latvian denoting Christian concepts have been influ-
enced by Orthodoxy and the Old Russian language, for example, baznīca, from божница 
(church), krusts, from крест (cross), kristīt, from крестить (to baptise), gavēnis, from 
говеть (Lent), grēks, from грех (sin), svēts, from свят, святый (holy), etc. 

More active Christianisation set in during the last decades of the 12th century due 
to the activities of the first Bishops of Livonia, Meinhard, Berthold, and Albert; the 
first Christian church made of stone was built in 1185 in Ikšķile, on the banks of the 
Daugava River, and the Bishopric of Ikšķile was established in 1186.

The first monasteries appeared at the beginning of the 13th century. Cistercian 
monks from Marienfeld built, in 1205, the monastery on the Dune of St. Nicholas on 
the right bank of the Daugava River (Daugavgrīva), and a new community of monks 
was established there under Abbot Theodericus. A women’s Cistercian convent of 
St Mary Magdalen was active in Riga from 1255 up until the Reformation.

The spiritual side of the Christianisation process has drawn far less attention in his-
torical sources (in the Chronicle of Henry of Livonia, and in the Rhymed Chronicle) and 

5  For details see: Anderson, E. Early Danish Missionaries in the Baltic Countries. Gli Inizi Del Cristianesimo 
in Livonia-Lettonia: atti del Colloquio internazionale di Storia Ecclesiastica in Occasione dell’VIII Centenario 
della Chiesa in Livonia (1186–1986). Roma, 24–25 giugno 1986. Città del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice Vati-
cana, 1989, pp. 245–275.

6 Nielsen, T. K. Sterile Monsters: Russians and the Orthodox Church in the Chronicle of Henry of Livonia. 
The Clash of Cultures on the Medieval Baltic Frontier. Murray, A. V. (Ed.). Farnham: Ashgate, 2009, p. 274. 
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historical literature compared with political and military events. All of the territory of to-
day’s Latvia was formally Christianised by 1290.7 In contrast to Scandinavia,8 local politi-
cal leaders did not appreciate the political, economic, and cultural potential of Christian-
ity and failed to become active agents of Christianisation; indeed, most of them actively 
opposed it.9 The process of Christianisation was complicated by the fact that the Chris-
tian clergy, both literally and figuratively, did not know how to address the local people. 
Although it was decided at the 4th Lateran Council in 1215 that priests would have to 
know the language of their parishioners, and that the Gospel would have to be preached 
in a manner comprehensible to local people, these decisions were not implemented.

The Livonian period

The 14th and 15th centuries in Livonia may be described as a period of unceasing 
struggle between the Livonian Order (an off-shoot of the German Teutonic Order)10, 
the Archbishop of Riga, and the City of Riga. The spiritual needs of the local people 
were only addressed by the Dominican and Franciscan monks. Franciscans became 
actively involved in the struggle by the residents of Riga against the military and politi-
cal might of the Livonian Order, and the Franciscan monastery in Riga became the 
leading monastery in the whole of Livonia.

Table 1
The first male monastic orders in Livonia

Order Appearance 
in Livonia

Centres Notable persons

Cistercians (Ordo 
Cisterciensis, OCist.)

1205 Riga (Daugavgrīva) Teoderih from Turaida (1150–1219) — 
Abbot of Daugavgrīva monastery, 
Bishop of Estonia (1211–1219)

Dominicans (Ordo 
Praedicatorum)

1234 Riga Heinrich, later bishop of Ösel–Wiek 
(1234–1260 (?))

Franciscans (Ordo 
Fratrum Minorum)

1258 Riga Archbishop of Riga Friedrich 
(1304–1341)

The Jesuit Oder 
(Societas Jesu)

1582 Riga, Cēsis, 
Daugavpils, Jelgava, 
Skaistkalne, Ilūkste

Piotr Skarga (Piotr Powęski, 
1536–1612), Joannes Vincerius 

7 Selart, A. Livonia, Rus’ and the Baltic Crusades in the Thirteenth Century. By Anti Selart; transl. by F. Robb. 
Boston: Brill, 2015; Crusading and Chronicle Writing on the Medieval Baltic Frontier: a Companion to the 
Chronicle of Henry of Livonia. Tamm, M., Kaljundi, L., Selch Jensen, C. (eds.). Farnham, Surrey, England: 
Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011. 

8 Winroth, A. The Conversion of Scandinavia. Vikings, Merchants and Missionares in the Remaking of 
 Northern Europe. New Haven, London: Yale University Press, 2012.

9 The only significant exception was Kaupo, leader of the Livs of Turaida, who earned the reputation of being 
a traitor in Latvian literature, and also in public discourse. See: Henning, D. From Kangars to Rubiks. The 
Long Line of Traitors in the Historical Political Culture of Latvia. Journal of Baltic Studies, XXXVII, No. 2, 
(2006), S. 179–193.

10 Fratres de Domo Sanctae Mariae Theutonicorum Jerusalemitana per Livoniam.
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A new Archbishop, Johannes VI Ambundii arrived in Riga in the 15th century (he 
remained in office from 1418 until 1424), and in 1422 the Landtag of Valka adopted a 
law on implementing reforms decided upon at the Council of Constance (1414–1418) 
in Livonia. It was decreed that in compliance with these decisions all homilies must be 
given in the language of the people; that all local residents must attend church every 
Sunday; that it is the duty of parish priests to teach everyone prayers, the Apostles’ 
Creed, the Ten Commandments, as well as how one must behave in confession, and in 
receiving Holy Communion. In 1428, the provincial Synod of Riga drafted special 
 statutes with the aim of raising the religious and moral level of the parish. Several 
para graphs in these statutes called for the priest to know the local language. In at-
tempting to limit the extent to which the people clung to their pre-Christian tradi-
tions, Article 47 of the Statutes stated that every year all must be excommunicated 
from Catholic parishes on certain Sundays who have been caught engaging in “super-
stitious practices”. The Synod also proscribed trial by ordeal (Judicum Dei), which was 
widely practiced among the peasants of Livonia.

The Reformation. Consolidation of religious diversity

In 1521, Livonia became the first territory outside of Germany to accept the Refor-
mation.11 Reformation ideas first appeared in Riga, where Chaplain Andreas Knöpken, 
Sylvester Tegetmeier, and Johann Lohmüller, corresponded with Martin Luther at the 
behest of the City Council of Riga.12 Knöpken became the first Lutheran pastor in 
Riga, and in 1522 he led a theological disputation in St. Peter’s Church on 24 theses, 
which touched upon fundamental issues of church life and preaching. In 1524, there 
were cases of destruction of altar paintings (iconoclasm), and the first Latvian Lu-
theran parish was established by Nikolaus Ramm that same year in St. Jacob’s Church. 
The Dominicans and Franciscans were obliged to flee from Riga as a result of these 
disturbances. The Cistercian Church of Mary Magdalene and monastery was the only 
place in Riga where remnants of Catholicism survived. Religious toleration was de-
creed in Riga in 1525. The Landtag of Valmiera decreed religious freedom throughout 
all of Livonia in 1554.

The progress of the Reformation strengthened Counter-Reformation tendencies. 
Jesuits established a school under the auspices of St. Jacob’s Church, which was headed 
by Piotr Skarga, Rector of the Vilnius Jesuit College, and Joannes Vincerius, who fully 
commanded the Latvian language and who worked solely among Latvians. During the 
Calendar Reform disturbances in the autumn of 1587, the residents of Riga drove out 

11 Lange, T. Zwischen Reformation und Untergang Alt-Livlands:  der Rigaer Erzbischof Wilhelm von Branden-
burg im Beziehungsgeflecht der livländischen Konföderation und ihrer Nachbarländer. Hamburg: Verlag 
Dr. Kovač, 2014.

12 For details see: Loit, A. Reformation und Konfessionalisierung in den ländlichen Gebieten der baltischen 
Lande von ca. 1500 bis zum Ende der schwedischen Herrschaft. Die baltischen Lande im Zeitalter der Refor-
mation und Konfessionalisierung. Livland, Estland, Ösel, Ingermanland, Kurland und Lettgallen. Stadt, Land 
und Konfession 1500–1721. Teil 1. Asche, M., Buchholz, W., Schindling, A. (Hrsg.) Münster: Aschendorff 
Verlag, 2010, S. 70–72.
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Fig. 2. A letter from Martin Luther to the residents of Riga 
(from the collection of the Academic Library of the University 
of Latvia)
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the Jesuits, who found refuge in Jelgava. 
The Jesuits only returned to Riga in the 
spring of 1591. At the beginning of the 
17th century, the Jesuits expanded the 
reach of their mission and founded 
schools in Livonia (part of present-day 
Vidzeme) and Latgale.13 In 1617, Catho-
lics were granted freedom of religion in 
the Duchy of Courland, and the Jesuits 
took the opportunity to establish a 
school in Jelgava around 1672.14 The 
 Jesuit Order made a significant contri-
bution to strengthening Catholicism and 
educating of Latvian peasants, and the 
Jesuit Relations15 is an invaluable source 
of information of religious history.

Both the Reformation and Coun-
ter-Reformation created a need for spi-
ritual literature written in the vernacu-
lar. Translations during the 16th century 
of religious texts into the Latvian liter-
ary language were intended for liturgi-
cal use, whereas writing about spiritual 
matters began to flourish only during the 17th century. The oldest book written in Lat-
vian which has survived until today is the Catechismus Catholicorum of Saint Petrus 
Canisius, a collective effort by the Jesuit seminar for translation in Tartu, which was 
published in 1585 in Vilnius. The Jesuit Father Georg Elger later continued translating 
Catholic books into Latvian.16 

The Christian churches in modern times

As in neighbouring territories, in modern times, there were three Lutheran theo-
logical strands present in the Latvia.17 First we must mention the orthodox Lutheran 
approach to church teaching, with the most influential proponents being Paul  Einhorn, 
Herman Samson, Georgius Mancelius, who invented the old orthography for the 

13 Plenne (Trufanovs) V. F. Jēzus biedrības darbība izglītības veicināšanā Latvijas teritorijā (16. gs. beigās – 
19. gs. sākumā). Latvijas Arhīvi, Nr. 1, 2002, 25. lpp.

14 Ibid. 
15 Latvijas vēstures avoti jezuitu ordeņa archivos = Fontes historiae Latviae societatis Jesu. Sakārt. J. Kleijntjenss. 

2 sēj. Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgādiens, 1940. 
16 Vanags, P. Die Literatur der Letten im Zeichen von Reformation und Konfessionalisierung. In: Asche, M.,  

Buchholz, W., Schindling, A. (Hrsg.) Die baltische Lande im Zeitalter der Reformation und Konfessionali-
sierung. Teil 1. Münster: Aschendorf, 2009, S. 263–305 (see S. 271).

17 Hope, N. German and Scandinavian Protestantism 1700–1918. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.
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 Latvian language, and Johann Reiter. Orthodox Lutheranism was the official theology 
of the Lutheran Church, in particular during the 17th century, and it was based on 
strict adherence to confessions of Lutheran faith as expressed in The Book of Concord 
(Liber Concordiae). Einhorn and Samson were the principal advocates in Latvia for 
trials of witches. Persecution of witches began in the mid-16th century: the first re-
corded burning at the stake of a witch took place in 1559 in Grobiņa, where a mother 
and her daughter were accused of sorcery since wolves would not attack them in win-
ter time and their cattle did not fall ill. Both were found guilty and burned at the stake. 
During the succeeding decades, witches were tried and burned regularly throughout 
Livonia (Vidzeme). Trials of witches and sorcerers were wide-spread in predominantly 
Lutheran districts between 1559 and 1721, reaching an apogee in Vidzeme during the 
first half of the 17th century. 

Protestant rationalism in the church flourished during the second half of the 18th 
century. Rationalists, whose most outstanding representative was Karl Gottlob Sonn-
tag, preached a form of Lutheranism which would be understandable and intellectu-
ally plausible, and which would lead to an increase in wisdom and morality, as well as 
ameliorate the social life of parishioners. From the 1720s onwards, a third parallel ten-
dency was Pietism, which gained a popular following among many pastors; this ten-
dency was supported by church leaders, for example by Superintendent Jacob Benja-
min Fischer in Vidzeme and Joachim Bauman in Courland. Pietism, which is often 
described as “religion from the heart” emphasised the importance of religious experi-
ence and encouraged its adherents to lead an ethical life. 

The Brethren Movement in Latvia started during the 1730s in Vidzeme and en-
couraged the spiritual awakening of Latvians, which, in turn, led to the awakening of 
Latvian national consciousness. It influenced the development of new forms of com-
munication and social organisation among Latvians.18

The development of Latvian Brethren Parishes was historically and theologically 
linked to the Bohemian (Moravian) Brotherhood or the Herrnhuter Brotherhood.19 
The Pietism characteristic of the Herrnhuter Brotherhood was clearly evident in Vid-
zeme, where Valmiera became a centre for Pietism. 

Ludwig Nikolaus Reihsgraf von Zinzendorf, leader of the Herrnhuter Brother-
hood, who had personal contacts with a number of Lutheran pastors in Vidzeme 
 visited Riga, Valmiera, and Reval in 1736, and became aware “of the weak level of ac-
ceptance and a profound lack of knowledge about Godly matters”20, and soon six 
Herrn huter brothers (missionaries) started to work in Vidzeme.21

18 Ceipe, G. Latvijas Brāļu draudzes vēsture. 1918–1940. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2010, 8. lpp.
19 For details see: Meyer, D. Zinzendorf und die Herrnhuter Brüdergemeinde. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 2009; Zimmerling, P. Nikolaus Ludwig Graf von Zinzendorf und die Herrnhuter Brüdergemeinde. 
Geschichte, Spiritualität und Theologie. Holzgerlingen: Hänssler, 1999; Guntram, P. Die Die Wirksamkeit der 
Herrnhuter Brüdergemeinde unter den Esten und Letten zur Zeit der Bauernbefreiung (Vom Augsgang des 18. 
bis über die Mitte des 19. Jhs.). Köln [u.a.]: Böhlau, 1974. 

20 Adamovičs, L. Latviešu brāļu draudze dzimtbūšanas laikos. Rīga, 1932, 56. lpp.
21 Talonen, J. Herrnhut and the Baltic countries from 1730 to the present: cultural perspectives. Estnische Kirc-

hengeschichte im vorigen Jahrtausend. Estonian Church History in the Past Millenium. Altnurme, R. (Hrsg.). 
Kiel: F. Wittig, 2001, S. 98–108; Mežezers, V. The Herrnhuterian pietism in the Baltic, and its outreach into 
America and elsewhere in the world. North Quincy (Massachusetts): Christopher Publishing House, 1975. 
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At first the German Brothers preached the Gospel in so-called home services, but 
soon Latvians themselves began to preach and interpret the Bible. A seminar for teach-
ers was established in 1738 in Valmiermuiža, and two years later 100 students were in 
attendance. In 1743, Empress Elizabeth issued a command “that the people of Vid-
zeme whomever they might be to hold to the teachings of the Herrnhuters”,22 and thus 
commenced the so-called “silent path” which lasted until 1770. During this time, the 
Latvian parishes which functioned without any Herrnhuter Brethren present de-
veloped their own self-regulatory arrangements and a spiritual tradition better aligned 
with the Latvian mentality. The golden era of the Brethren Parishes in Vidzeme came 
after 1817, when Emperor Alexander I issued a degree of grace after his personal visit 
to Herrnhut, giving the Herrnhuter Brethren in the Baltic special privileges to enter 
the Russian Empire and legalising the activities of the Brethren Parishes in the Baltic. 
In 1818, there were a total of 9797 brothers and sisters in the parishes in Vidzeme.23 In 
1852, the Synod of the Herrnhuter Brotherhood in Germany decided that the Latvian 
Brethren would have to submit to the Lutheran church in Vidzeme or cease their 
activities,24 and by 1861 most of the parishes in Vidzeme were beginning this reunifi-
cation process with the Lutheran church. 

It was first suggested in 1740, in Vidzeme, that a parish be organised in Courland, 
but this was unsuccessful due to the authority exercised by Alexander Gräven, Super-
intendent of the High Consistory of Courland; formation of Brethren Parishes in 
Courland only began around 1863. An Assembly Hall was consecrated in 1872 in 
Liepāja. A purpose-built house for assemblies was built in 1880 in Liepāja, with the 
premises also used for Sunday school classes. In 1879, individuals who had emigrated 
from Smiltene established a Brethren Parish in Lauri, in the governorate of Pskov, now 
in the territory of Russia.

In this way, Lutheran parishioners were able to experience various theological in-
terpretations. However, records of visitations and the sermons of pastors demonstrate 
that the Christian layer of the people remained quite thin. Outside of the areas inhab-
ited by the Herrnhuter Brethren, the people’s religiosity was still syncretic, a combina-
tion of elements borrowed from Church teachings and traditional Latvian culture.

At the same time, significant changes took place in the Roman Catholic Church, 
which were affected by events in Poland.25 In 1863, following the Polish Uprising, 
 Alexander II ordered the closure of many Catholic churches in Latvia, with others to 
be given over to Orthodox believers. New churches and chapels were not allowed to be 
built, and teaching the Catechism to children was forbidden. The authorities exercised 
strict control over educational establishments. All gatherings of Catholic clergymen 
were forbidden and Catholic associations could not be established. In 1885, printing of 
books with the Latin alphabet was forbidden. This interdiction was only lifted in 1904, 

22 Adamovičs, L. Latviešu brāļu draudze dzimtbūšanas laikos, 64. lpp.
23 Ibid., 75.–79. lpp.
24 Ceipe, G. Latvijas Brāļu draudzes vēsture. 1918–1940, 311. lpp.
25 Geraci, R. P., Khodarkovsky, M. (eds.). Of Religion and Empire: Missions, Conversion, and Tolerance in Tsarist 

Russia. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001; Kloczowski, J. A History of Polish Christianity. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
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Fig. 3. The Old Believers’ Church of the Parish 
of Grebenshchikov in Riga. 2013. Photograph by 
Valerijs Pazuhins

and Tsar Nicholas II lifted all other restric-
tions after the 1905 Revolution.

The Russian Orthodox Church also ex-
perienced important changes. After a crop 
failure in 1841, peasants migrated to regions 
more favourable to farming, i.e. the Warmer 
Lands movement. Latvians became progres-
sively more convinced that permission to 
migrate to the governorates of Inner Russia 
would be preferentially given to those who 
adopted “the Tsar’s religion”, and mass con-
versions to Orthodoxy set in.26 According to 
records held by the Synod of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, prior to the mass conver-
sion in 1843, there were a total of 17 Ortho-
dox parishes with 15  583 members in Vid-
zeme and Courland.27

Mass conversion to the Orthodox religion caused great concern among the Ger-
man nobility. They addressed Nicholas I directly, asking him to put an end to this pro-
cess, contending that only a strong Lutheran faith would guarantee social and political 
stability in the Baltic governorates.28 Nicholas I duly forbade receiving into the Ortho-
dox faith individuals of other religions in the Governorate of Vidzeme (Livonia); how-
ever, this move proved to be ineffective, particularly when on 27 February 1845 the 
entire Riga parish of the Brethren, led by Dāvids Balodis, announced their intention to 
convert. As soon as news reached Vidzeme of this conversion to the “Russian religion” 
being allowed, masses of peasants again gathered in Riga. Once he realised that the 
inter diction on conversion to Orthodoxy would not lessen tensions in Vidzeme, 
Nicho las I changed his position and a government decree of 25 April 1845 granted 
blanket permission to baptise Latvians into the Russian Orthodox faith, i.e. conver-
sions could take place without incurring repression. A total of 14 088 peasants in the 
Baltic governorates converted during 1845 alone.29 An Orthodox Spiritual School was 
opened in Riga in 1846, while the Riga Orthodox Theological Seminary supplanted 
this school in 1851. The Tsar ordered that a prayer book, a short Catechism and the 
Liturgy of St John Chrysostom be translated into the Estonian and Latvian languages. 
Mass conversion by Latvians stopped in 1848, followed by the return process, i.e. re-
affiliation with Lutheranism. These processes relate to another change in the policy of 
the Russian Tsar, which was influenced by foreign relations, i.e. the 1848 Revolutions 

26 Rimestad, S. The Challenges of Modernity to the Orthodox Church in Estonia and Latvia (1917–1940). Frank-
furt am Main: P. Lang, 2012, pp. 57–65. 

27 Dišlers, G. Uz citu zemi: Dāvis Balodis un latviešu pāriešana pareizticībā 19. gadsimta četrdesmitajos gados. 
Rīga: Latvijas Kristīgā akadēmija, 2015, 174. lpp. Accessible at: http://uzcituzemi.kra.lv/

28 Воробьева, Л. История Латвии от Российской империи к СССР. Москва: ФИВ, 2011, с. 34–35.
29 Гаврилин, А. Очерки истории Рижской епархии. 19 век. Рига: Филокалия, 1999, с. 159.
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in Western Europe.30 Historians have not reached a consensus on the reasons underly-
ing Latvian conversion to Orthodoxy. There are two mains views: either peasant con-
versions were induced by mainly economic considerations, or Latvian peasants saw in 
Orthodoxy a religion which better responded to their spiritual needs. This latter view 
is most often found expressed in works by Orthodox historians.31

The first Old Believers32 communities appeared in the Duchy of Courland and in 
Latgale during the last third of the 17th century. The first Old Believers’ chapel was 
built in the village of Liģinišķi not far from Dunaburg (Daugavpils). Most Old Believ-
ers’ parishes on the territory of Latvia at the end of the 18th century – beginning of the 
19th century belonged to the Pomorye sect.33 The foundations for a wooden chapel in 
Riga were laid in 1760 with the blessing of Fjodors Samanskis. Since 1833, this parish 
has borne the name of the trader Aleksejs Grebenščikovs, who was one of the patrons 
of the chapel.34 A hospice for the disabled operated alongside the chapel, as well as 
children’s shelter, a school (which was repeatedly closed and then re-opened), a library, 
and, during the 1920s–1930s, a Russian History Appreciation Club. 

In the Russian Empire, it was impossible not to belong to some religious organised 
group, as religious organisations, in addition to their obvious function, served as a re-
gister of civil status, registering births and marriages. (Religious affiliation rather than 
ethnic origin/nationality was recorded in the first general census of the Russian Em-
pire in 1897.)35 

Non-Christian religious communities

The first Jews settled in the territory of Latvia in the 14th century in Jelgava, com-
ing largely from Germany. Jewish communities began to form in the Duchy of Cour-
land and Semigallia during the 16th century as a result of increasing economic links 
with the outside world, and a desire on the part of the Dukes of Courland to strengthen 
their independence, which meant larger numbers of economically active residents.36 

30 Гаврилин, А. Очерки истории Рижской епархии. 19 век. Рига: Филокалия, 1999, с. 174.
31 Лейсман, H. A. Судьба православия в Лифляндии с 40-х до 80-х гoдoв. XIX cтoлeтия. Рига, 1908; 

Право славие в Латвии: Исторические очерки: сборник статей. Под ред. А. Гаврилина. Ч. 1. Рига: 
Балто-славянское общество культурного развития и сотрудничества, 1993. Ч. 2. Рига: Балто-сла-
вянское общество культурного развития и сотрудничества, 1997; Гаврилин, А. Люцинское (Лудзен-
ское) благочиние во второй половине XIX – конце 30-х годов ХХ века. Рига: Филокалия, 2013.

32 A group of Russian Orthodox believers, dissenters from the church reforms of 1666 by Patriarch Nikon. 
33 Schmidt, H. Glaubenstoleranz und Schisma im Russländischen Imperium. Die staatliche Politik gegenüber den 

Altgläubigen in Livland, 1850–1906. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2015.
34 Old Believers were also persecuted on the territory of Latvia and subject to a number of restrictions. There-

fore, in official documents their Chapel dedicated to the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin began to be called 
the Old Believers Parish of Grebenshchikov, while the Chapel retained its original name. 

35 The Republic of Latvia did not follow this approach exactly, but most of its residents were still regarded as 
members of a religious community as they had been during the period of the Russian Empire.

36 For details see: Dribins, L. Ebreji Latvijā. 2. papild. izd. Rīga: Elpa, 2002; The Jews in Latvia. Bobe, M. (Ed.). 
Tel Aviv: Association of Latvian and Estonian Jews in Israel, 1971; Šteimanis, J. History of Latvian Jews. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2002 (East European monographs, No. 595).
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For example, Duke Ernst Johann Biron hired Jewish financial expert Levi Lipman as 
his principal advisor; Lipmann was able to attract foreign loans for Courland, and pro-
moted immigration of Jewish entrepreneurs and craftsmen from German-speaking 
countries.37 The craftsmen participated in the construction of the palaces at Jelgava and 
Rundāle, and during the rule of Duke Peter Biron in building the Academia Petrina. A 
German-speaking Jewish school operated in Jelgava during the 18th century, with 
 pupils there educated in the spirit of the Jewish Enlightenment, the Haskalah. By the 
end of the 18th century, there were approximately 9000 Jewish residents of the Duchy of 
Courland and Semigallia, and some 23 000 by the middle of the 19th cen tury.38 

Jews first settled in Latgale in the mid-17th century. They were largely small traders 
and craftsmen. Jewish communities speaking in Polish Yiddish formed in Krāslava 
and Daugavpils; their spiritual leadership consisted of the Rabbis of Vilnius. A syna-
gogue was working in Daugavpils by the beginning of the 18th century. In 1582, Riga 
was granted the right to issue residence permits for Jews. The Jewish doctor, K.  Fiedler, 
later the court doctor of Russian Tsar Boris Godunov in Moscow, lived in Riga around 
this time. The Jewish community in Riga began to form in the mid-18th century and 
the first synagogue was built in Riga in 1780.39 

The census of 1897 showed 142 315 Jews living in Latvia, or 7.4% of the total 
popu lation. Several Jewish traditions were in evidence: from the Haskalah to various 
varieties of Hassidim and the Mitnagdim. The first Jewish religious works written by 
Rabbis in Latvia who belonged to the Litvak Mitnagdim tradition40, appeared during 
the 18th century. Riga and Jelgava became the most important centres of the Haskalah 
movement in the Russian Empire. Significant Chabad Hassidim and Kabbala schools 
operated in Latgale (in Ludza, Krāslava, and Daugavpils).41 

The first records of followers of Islam appearing in Latvia date from the first half of 
the 19th century. Approximately 2000 Muslims were living here in 1898, mainly Volga 
Tatars. Many of these individuals were soldiers, almost all of peasant origin. The first 
Muslim community was established in 1902 in Riga.42 Prior to this a Muslim cemetery 
was established in 1890 in Riga; this cemetery is still in use today.43

Under the influence of German Romanticism, interest in Eastern religions and 
spiritual movements grew in Latvia at the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries. At the be-

37 Dribins, L. Latvijas ebreju kopienas vēsture. Dribins, L., Gūtmanis, A., Vestermanis, M. Latvijas ebreju 
kopiena: vēsture, traģēdija, atdzimšana. Accessible at: http://www.mfa.gov.lv/ministrija/publikacijas/latvijas-
ebreju-kopiena-vesture-tragedija-atdzimsana (site last visited 01.02.2016).

38 Ibid.
39 Ibid.
40 The Mitnagdim were opponents of the Hassidim. The movement formed in 18th century Lithuania (in 

Vilnius). 
41 For details see: Feigmanis, A. Rabbinical literature in Latvia before 1940: directions and personalities. 

Summary of a doctoral thesis. Riga: University of Latvia, 2011. 
42 For a more extensive information see: Poljarevic, E., Svanberg, I. Latvia. Islam in the Nordic and Baltic 

Countries. Larsson, G. (Ed.). London, New York: Routledge, 2009, pp. 102–115; Račius, E., Ščerbinskis, V. 
Latvia. Yearbook of Muslims in Europe. Nielsen, J. S., Nielsen, J., Akgönül, S., Alibasi, A., Racius, E. (eds.). 
Vol. 4. Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2012, pp. 345–352. 

43 Norris, H. Islam in the Baltic. Europe’s Early Muslim Community. London, New York: I.  B. Tauris 
Publishers, 2009, p. 101.
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ginning of the 20th century, Latvian writers such as Fricis Bārda, Rainis, Jānis Veselis, 
Jānis Akuraters, and Rihards Rudzītis, were captivated by eastern religious and philo-
sophical ideas and they discussed Indian philosophy, yoga, and Buddhism in the 
drawing rooms of Riga, as well as the fashionable ideas of Helena Blavatsky and Nicho-
las Roerich. 

Karl Tõnisson (Vahindra) was the most widely recognised advocate of Buddhist 
beliefs in Latvia during the first half of the 20th century; he came to Riga in 1923 and in 
the same year the Dalai Lama XIII accorded him the title of Sangharaja (leader of the 
Buddhist community) of Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia. It is known that on 2 May 
1914, Tenisons was one of nine Buddhist temple priests confirmed by Nicholas II in 
St. Petersburg. In Riga, Tenisons created a simple Buddhist prayer room and sought to 
popularise Buddhist beliefs. At the same time, he also supported the idea of a Pan- 
Baltic state. Tenisons departed from Latvia in 1930 for Tibet. Tenisons was declared a 
bodhisattva after his death in 1962.

Several other new religious organisations appeared in Latvia at the beginning of 
the 20th century. 

Table 2
Religious minorities in Latvia

Religious minorities 
(more than 100 members 

in 2014)

Appearance in 
Latvia

Leaders at the time of 
appearance in Latvia

Followers (according to 
Ministry of Justice in 

2014)
Baptists 1855 Fricis Jēkabsons 6533
Adventists 1885 Johans Perks 3989
Jehovah’s Witnesses 1926 Rees Taylor 721
Mormons 1903 Miša Markovs 902
Methodists 1911 Georgs Durdis 509
Old Believers 17th cent. Deacon Feodosiy 39 514
Judaists 14th cent. 367
Muslims 1836 320
Buddhists 1923 Kārlis Tenisons 

(Vahindra)
158

ISKCON* 1979 145
Pentecostal Church 1927 Viljams Fetlers, 

Džeimss Grēviņš
Armenian Apostolic 
Church

1993 318

Dievturi 1925 K. Bregžis, E. Brastiņš 696
New Apostles 1990s 1280
Evangelical churches 1990s 2206
Salvation Army 1923 408

*International Society for Krishna Consciousness
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Religious life in the Republic of Latvia (1918–1940)

Few individuals living in Latvia during the 1920s–1930s did not, at least nomi-
nally, belong to a religious community. The 1935 census showed that more than a half 
of all residents of Latvia (55.15%), regarded themselves as Lutherans, nearly one-quar-
ter as Roman Catholics (24.45%), 8.84% as Russian Orthodox, 5.49% as Old Believers, 
and 4.79% as Jewish. Only 1.18% of the population were classed as “other”: members 
of minor Protestant denominations — Baptists, Adventists, etc., members of the re-
constituted pre-Christian religion — Dievturi, Muslims, as well as 1480 residents who 
declared themselves to be without any religious affiliation whatsoever.44 

Table 3 
Religious affiliation of the residents of Latvia according to 

census data

  1920 1925 1930 1935
Together 1 596 131 1 844 805 1 900 045 1 950 502
Lutherans 914 409 1 055 167 1 057 877 1 075 641
Roman Catholics 375 227 416 769 450 210 476 963
Russian Orthodox 138 803 167 538 169 625 174 389
Old Believers 73 310 89 239 96 802 107 195
Judaists 79 626 95 733 93 741 93 406
Other Protestants 9697 15 652 17 069 19 146
Others and unknown 5059 4707 14721 3762

Source: Latvijas iedzīvotāju ticības piederība pēc tautas skaitīšanu datiem. Accessible at: http://www.csb.gov.lv/
dati/latvijas-iedzivotaju-sadalijums-pec-ticibas-1920-1925-1930-1935-32902.html

Did this religious affiliation of nearly one hundred percent of the population imply 
equally active practice of religion? Detailed statistics have survived about various reli-
gious communities, both as archived census data and as records kept by the religious 
communities themselves; however, insight into the nature of their religiosity and the 
significance of religion in the daily lives of the residents of Latvia has to be inferred al-
most entirely from secondary sources. Complaints by clergymen, which abound in 
Christian literature, describe religious apathy and the superficial nature of religiosity, 
shallow beliefs, as well as the absence of a strict ethical posture. Such views were ex-
pressed by Roman Catholic priests and by Lutheran pastors, particularly by the latter 
in the 1930s when the influence of the Latvian Evangelical Lutheran Church (Latvijas 
Evaņģēliski luteriskā baznīca, LELB) had reached its apogee and it had gained all of the 
attributes of a folk church.45 As a young priest serving in several parishes in Latgale 

44 Skujenieks, M. Latvijas statistikas atlass. Rīga: Valsts statistiskā pārvalde, 1938.
45 Talonen, J. Church under the Pressure of Stalinism. Rovaniemi: The Historical Society of Northern Finland, 

1997, pp. 6–9. 
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during the 1920s, Pēteris Strods, later to become a Roman Catholic Bishop, sought to 
analyse the reasons for popular religious indifference, and he concluded that poverty, 
socialist ideas, modernising tendencies, and the passive approach of priests and their 
refusal to understand parishioners’ problems, were all to blame. Jānis Birģelis, pastor 
of Riga’s Luther Parish, described society in Latvia as “a parish external to the church”.46 
In contemporary European societies this is characterised as believing without belong-
ing; however, society in Latvia during the inter-war period could be described as the 
opposite, belonging without believing. It is a reasonable conclusion that by the 1920s–
1930s, society in Latvia had become quite secular, official statistics notwithstanding. 

The fact that the clergy recognised problems is demonstrated by attempts at so-
called Latvianisation, one of the main aims of which was to encourage its nominal 
members to return to the church. Radical and unsuccessful proposals by Jānis Sanders 
and Alfrēds Indriksons for reform of the Evangelical Lutheran Church had such aims. 
Both proposals called for liberal reforms, placed emphasis on national elements of the 
liturgy and preaching, made changes to the Church calendar, partially abandoned re-
ferences to the Old Testament, etc. It was hoped that Latvianisation would help revita-
lise church life.

Religious life was considerably more vigorous among the minority religions. There 
were more than 300 different religious communities active in Latvia, but most had 
rather few adherents. Most were variations of world religions. The emigration by a 
group of Baptists (approximately 2000 individuals) to Brazil in 1922 and 1923 was an 
interesting development in the life of religious minorities. Inspired by religious convic-
tions, the emigres settled deep in the jungle and founded a settlement, Vārpa, and later 
a commune, Palma. Shortly before this time, between 1918 and 1920, German Baptist 
groups had departed from Latvia for Argentina.47 

The Dievturi, a movement which sought to renew Latvian pre-Christian religion 
under the leadership of Ernests Brastiņš, occupied a unique position in the spectrum 
of religious minorities in Latvia, somewhat similar to that of related movements in 
Germany (Deutschglaube), Estonia (Taara usk), and Lithuania (the Vydūnas Society). 
The Dievturi simultaneously occupied two sectors of public life, one religious and one 
nationalist, and this duality has ensured it a special place in the social and religious 
history of Latvia. The Dievturi were an example par excellence of a union between reli-
gion and nationalism. In the European context it may be seen as belonging to one of 
the two different types of movement for renewal of pre-Christian beliefs, i.e. the type 
which stresses ethnic rather than nature worship aspects.48 Dievturi parishes were re-
newed with the restoration of independence in the 1990s.49

46 Birģelis, J. Ko baznīca gaida no draudzes locekļiem? Rīga: autora izd., 1940.
47 For more details see: Tēraudkalns, V. Latviešu izceļošana uz Brazīliju: cēloņi un ideoloģija. Reliģiski-filozofiski 

raksti, IX. Rīga: Filozofijas un socioloģijas institūts, 2005, 168.–184. lpp.
48 Shnirelman, V. A. „Christians! Go home”: A Revival of Neo-Paganism between the Baltic Sea and 

Transcaucasia (An Overview). Journal of Contemporary Religion, No. 2, 2002, pp. 207–209.
49 Ozoliņš, G. The Dievturi Movement as Invention of Tradition. Modern Pagan and Native Faith Movements 

in Central and Eastern Europe. Altamurto, K., Simpson, S. (eds.). Durham: ACUMEN, 2013, pp. 94–111.
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Fig. 4. Ernests Brastiņš at a Dievturi event (LVVA, 
5459. f., 1. apr., 16. l.)

No prayers were recited at the founding act 
proclaiming the Republic of Latvia on 18 No-
vember 1918, with the exception of singing the 
national anthem, “God, bless Latvia!”. In 1918, 
the Republic of Latvia was founded as an un-
questionably secular state. Nevertheless, 
throughout the first period of its existence, the 
relationship between the Republic of Latvia 
and religious organisations remained concep-
tually unclear. All of the governments which 
ruled the territory of Latvia between 1918 and 
1920 implemented, or sought to implement, a 
policy of separating religious organisations 
from the state. These governments were ob-

lig ed to take practical decisions which affected religious organisations,50 but they tried 
to avoid decisions of major political consequence regarding the question of church-
state relations — no decision separating the state and the church was taken, with the 
exception of what transpired during the short-lived socialist government led by Pēteris 
Stučka. One of the first decrees issued on 20 February 1919 by the government led by 
P. Stučka was, “On the separation of the church from the state and of schools from the 
church,” which forbade religious instruction in all state and private schools of general 
education; religious organisations were stripped of their legal status and all of their 
property was confiscated.

In 1923, a draft law “On Separation of the Church from the State” was proposed 
for consideration by the Saeima Committee on Public Law,51 originated by Paul Schie-
mann, member of Parliament.52 The draft law foresaw non-interference by state insti-
tutions in church matters. Each registered religious organisation was guaranteed the 
right to hold religious ceremonies and the freedom to preach their beliefs; premises for 
religious ceremonies were not to be taxed and property right would be inviolate. Con-
siderable attention was paid in this draft law to financial issues, in that state financial 
support was to be given to all registered religious organisations in proportion to the 
number of members. This proposal by Schiemann, in particular the principle of sepa-
ration of the state and the church, encountered determined resistance by church lead-
ers and individuals closely linked to the Church, and it was rejected.

A new draft law, “On Churches and other Religious Organisations”53, was prepared 
in 1924 by the Ministry for the Interior. The proposed law retained the main ideas ad-

50 For example, a Spiritual Affairs Department was established within the Ministry for the Interior in July 1919, 
which in 1923 was reorganised into the Council for Spiritual Affairs. (LVVA, 1370. f., 1. apr., 1. l.)

51 LVVA, 1370. f., 1. apr., 265. l., 11.–12. lp.
52 Paul Schiemann was a European-level liberal thinker (see: Hiden, J. Defender of Minorities: Paul Schiemann, 

1974–1944. London: Hurst, 2004; Ijabs, I. Strange Baltic Liberalism: Paul Schiemann’s Political Thought 
Revisited. Journal of Baltic Studies, No. 4, 2009, pp. 495–515). It is true that his efforts in the field of relations 
between the church and state have not yet been adequately assessed.

53 LVVA, 1370. f., 1. apr., 265. l., 17.–23. lp.
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vanced by Schiemann, and in some respects the new one was even more liberal. The 
principle of freedom of religion was expressed more clearly in that an individual’s civil 
rights could not be restricted by failure to adhere to any religion. There was a provision 
to free from taxation property other than that used for religious ceremonies used for 
other socially beneficial purposes, i.e. schools, etc. However, this proposed law was 
also not adopted. In this way the government and legislators were not forthcoming 
with respect to the churches, and they were unable, or unwilling, to separate legally the 
Church from the State. 

Interference by the state in church affairs increased after the coup of 15 May 1934 
led by Kārlis Ulmanis.54 This interference acutely affected the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church. The Roman Catholic Church was protected by the Concordat between the 
Holy See and the Government of Latvia which was signed in 1922,55 which contained 
provisions effectively limiting the extent to which the state could interfere in the inter-
nal life of the Roman Catholic Church in Latvia and allowed the Catholic Church the 
freedom to expand its activities. This was relevant to developments in religious educa-
tion as well as the work of religious orders. The Theological Seminary of the Diocese of 
Riga, founded in 1923 at Aglona, moved to Riga in 1924 whereupon it became the The-
ological Seminary of the Archdiocese of Riga. In 1937, it was joined to the University of 
Latvia as the Faculty of Roman Catholic Theology. A Marian Order Monastery was es-
tablished in 1924 in Viļāni, and in 1927 the Order of the Sisters of Mercy of the Holy 
Child Jesus began their mission in Jaunaglona. A Capuchin monastery was founded in 
1929 in Skaistkalne, and another in 1933 in Riga. The Jesuits returned to Riga in 1938. 

The Russian Orthodox Church in Latvia was also unable to avoid state strictures 
after the coup led by K. Ulmanis.56 Its transfer of allegiance from the Patriarch of Mos-
cow to the jurisdiction of the Constantinople Patriarch was largely due to state influ-
ence. The first Council of the Orthodox Church in Latvia was convened in Riga in 
February 1920, and it was decided that all Orthodox parishes in Latvia would have to 
join the autonomous church; in April 1921, the then Archbishop of Penza Jānis (Pom-
mers) was elected as Archbishop of Riga and all Latvia. “Rules on the situation of the 
Orthodox Church in Latvia” were adopted on 8 October 1926, and with the help of 
these the Orthodox Church in Latvia acquired autonomy in administrative, educa-
tional, and economic matters. Archbishop Jānis was murdered on 12 October 1934, 
and subsequently leadership of the Church was assumed by the Synod. The Church 
Council decided in 1936 to ask the Ecumenical Patriarch in Constantinople to extend 
jurisdiction to the Orthodox Church of Latvia. 

54 For more details about this relationship with the authoritarian regime led by Ulmanis, see: Tēraudkalns, V., 
Hanovs, D. Ultimate Freedom — no Choice: the Culture of Authoritarianism in Latvia, 1934–1940. Boston, 
Leiden: Brill, 2013; Runce, I. Mainīgas divspēles. Valsts un Baznīcas attiecības Latvijā 1906–1940. Rīga: LU 
FSI, 2013.

55 Diplomatic relations between Latvia and the Vatican were renewed after the restoration of independence in 
August 1991. A committee was created in 1996 to draft an Agreement, and its ratification and exchange of 
Protocols took place on 25 October 2002. The Saeima agreed to these with the final reading of 12 September 
2002. 

56 For details see: Rimestad, S. The Challenges of Modernity to the Russian Orthodox Church in Estonia and 
Latvia (1917–1940), pp. 170–175.
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The Law on Education adopted 12 June 1934 required obligatory religious instruc-
tion in all schools of general education. The government led by K. Ulmanis had by the 
end of 1939 almost completed drafting a new Law On Churches, which intended to 
regulate the activities of the Evangelical Lutheran, Orthodox, Baptist, and Methodist 
Churches. This law was intended to enlarge the possibilities for the state to interfere in 
the internal affairs of these churches.57 Bishops and senior administrative members 
would have to have been approved by Presidential order, and the Ministry of the Inte-
rior would have had wide-ranging powers to intrude into the administrative and or-
ganisational affairs of these confessions. 

Religious life under occupation

Religious life in Latvia and the other Baltic States underwent radical changes after 
the Soviet occupation in 1940.58 

Article 96 of the Constitution of the Latvian SSR as adopted 25 August 1940 stated 
that: “In order to ensure citizens the freedom of conscience, the Church in the Latvian 
SSR is separated from the state and schools — from the Church. All citizens are free to 
profess any religion, and are free to engage in anti-religious propaganda.” Despite this 
article guaranteeing a certain degree of freedom of religion, the actual ability of believ-
ers to exercise their rights was significantly restricted. All educational establishments 
of a religious nature were closed during the summer of 1940. All religious organisa-
tions and societies were liquidated. A decision was taken in March 1941, No. 420, “On 
recording and appraising all buildings used for prayer on the territory of the Latvian 
SSR”. This decision provided that by 1 May 1941 all religious buildings and all valuable 
religious objects would be recorded as property of the people. Buildings and items so 
recorded were given to parishes for their use on contractual basis. In fact, this meant 
that property held by religious organisations was expropriated.

Church activities were significantly restricted during the German occupation. For 
example, Antonijs Springovičs, the Roman Catholic Metropolitan, stated in his re-
ports to the Vatican over the period September 1941 to September 1943, that Church 
property was not being returned, there was no Catholic press, no religious educational 
establishments were operating, many churches in Latgale had been closed for months, 
and priests who attempted to hold Mass on Sundays had been arrested. Several cler-
gymen and lay members helped to save Jews, at the risk of their own lives. Aloizs 
Broks, one of the outstanding Catholic priests of his time, was arrested and killed in 
1943.59

57 LVVA, 1370. f., 1. apr., 2311. l., 10. lp.
58 Plaat, J. Religious change in Estonia and the Baltic States during the Soviet period in comparative 

perspective. Journal of Baltic Studies, No. 1, 2003, pp. 52–73; Altnurme, R., Remmel, A. Church Life 
during Occupations. History of Estonian Ecumenism. Altnurme, R. (Ed.). Tartu/Tallin: Estonian Council of 
Churches, 2009, pp. 109–125. 

59 For more details see: Latkovskis, L. Aglona: A History of the Church and Monastery. Rēzekne: Publishing 
House of the Latgalian Culture Centre, 2009. 
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Fig. 5. The ruins of St. Peter’s Church and the statue 
of Roland in Riga. 1942 (from the photo archives of 
Andris Tomašūns)
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Individuals empowered to act by the 
Council of People’s Commissars of the USSR60, 
i.e. the Commissioner for the Latvian SSR of 
the Religious Affairs Council, the Commis-
sioner for the Latvian SSR of Russian Ortho-
dox Church Affairs Council61 began their work 
after restoration in 1944 of Soviet power in 
Latvia. Their duties included maintaining con-
tacts between the Government of the USSR 
and religious organisations, and to inform 
state institutions about the activities of reli-
gious organisations. The commissioners had 
previously worked in various state security 
agencies of Soviet Russia, as well as in Latvia; 
in carrying out their new assignments, they 
worked closely with the People’s Commissariat 
for the Interior of the Latvian SSR, from 1946 
with the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of State Security, and from 1954 
with the Committee for State Security. Documents found in archives show that the 
Commissioners regularly gathered information on specific clergymen, their political 
views, and activities during the German occupation, with the information gathered 
resulting in the arrest of the said clergymen or compromising them in the eyes of the 
public or their parish, for example, through articles in the press. They also recruited 
new agents on behalf of the security services and took part in operations mounted by 
the state security.62 The commissioners also had the power to decide whether a build-
ing could be used for religious ceremonies or closed, granting work permits to clergy-
men, and other matters. During the Soviet period, believers were forbidden to hold 
any ceremonies outside the premises designated for this purpose, or to organise meet-
ings, religious instruction groups, pilgrimages, etc. Masses could not be celebrated by 
anyone other than those authorised to do so in a particular parish.63 Ignoring these 
rules could result in prison sentences, and many clergymen were arrested. For exam-
ple, data gathered by historians of the Roman Catholic Church in Latvia show that 82 
priests were arrested and sentenced to various prison terms between 1940 and 1988.64 

60 As of 1946, the Council of Ministers. 
61 In 1965, the two institutions were fused into a single body, the USSR Council for Religious Affairs.
62 For example, LVA, 270. f., 1.c apr., 1122. l., 113.–120., 136.–140. lp.; Ibid, 986. l., 89. lp.; Ibid., 1205. l., 71.–72., 

128.–129. lp.; 1448. f., 1. apr., 2. l., 55. lp.; Ibid., 3. l., 39.–40. lp., and others.
63 Further to this see, for example, Ramet, P., Ramet, S. P. Cross and Commissar: The Politics of Religion in 

Eastern Europe and the USSR. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1987; Thrower, J. Marxist-Leninist 
“Scientific Atheism” and the Study of Religion and Atheism in the USSR. Berlin, New York: Mouton, 1983; 
Wanner, C. (Ed.). State Secularism and Lived Religion in Soviet Russia and Ukraine. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012; Pospielovsky, D. The Orthodox Church in the History of Russia. Crestwood, New York: 
St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1998.

64 Trūps-Trops, H. Latvijas Romas katoļu baznīca komunisma gados, 1940–1990. Rīga: Rīgas Romas katoļu 
metro polijas kūrija, 1992, 68.–69. lpp.
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Special permission had to be obtained from state institutions not only to print books, 
but even religious hymn sheets.65 

At the end of the 1950s, the nature of anti-religious campaigns changed in the Lat-
vian SSR and throughout the USSR. Recognising that previous methods had been too 
brutal and ineffective, political institutions were encouraged to be cleverer, and to in-
troduce new “Soviet tradition” to displace religious rituals in daily life, for example 
baptism or confirmation. These were to be replaced by the Festival of Children, and the 
Festival of Coming of Age. The official organ of the Latvian SSR Communist Party, the 
newspaper Cīņa, announced this change of policy in an editorial: “Religion cannot be 
eradicated by coarse or administrative methods. The struggle against religion must be 
waged skilfully, carefully, quietly, and with patience ...”66 It is also noted in this  article 
that such traditions are especially strong where Church practice has intimately inter-
twined with the heritage of traditional culture, for example, in so-called cemetery com-
memorations. Replacing these traditions with new Soviet rituals began in  mid-1957.

In spite of these restrictions, and the fact that the Second World War and repres-
sions had more than halved the number of clergymen in Latvia, by accepting certain 
compromises the leaders of the Christian confessions were able to save their parishes 
and retain essential religious rituals. 

Engagement of religious communities in the Awakening process

Year 1988 is considered to mark a turning point in religious life during the final 
years of the Soviet Union.67 Several religious organisations became important social 
actors during the Perestroika period (1985–1990), whose support was sought both by 
the Soviet elite in its struggle to preserve the Soviet Union, and by the rising civil so-
ciety movements. 

Circa 1988, religious topics began to appear in the mass media throughout the 
USSR, particularly in relation to the 1000th Anniversary of the Christianization of Rus-
sia; this allowed the political authorities in the USSR to demonstrate tolerance of reli-
gion. The year 1988 was also significant in Latvia. Practically all religious organisa-
tions — both the historical churches, as well as those religious movements which were 
in the process of formation having recently emerged from their underground exist-
ence — supported the Popular Front of Latvia (PFL) in the struggle to regain inde-
pendence. A group of Lutheran pastors, Atdzimšana un atjaunošanās (Rebirth and 
Renewal), was formed in June 1988, and several prominent clergymen played an im-
portant role in the work of the PFL. Two of the factors mentioned above — active en-
gagement in democratisation processes and attracting attention by the mass media — 
resulted in religious organisations gaining unprecedented popularity.

65 Archived documents attest to this, for example, LVA, 1448. f., 1. apr., 52., 53., 54. l., and others.
66 Aktīvāku zinātniski pretreliģisko propagandu. Cīņa, Nr. 125, 1958, 1. lpp.
67 White, S., McAllister, I., Kryshtanovskaya, O. Religion and politics in Post-communist Russia. Religion, State 

and Society, No. 1, 1994, p. 73; Ellis, J. The Russian Orthodox Church: triumphalism and defensiveness. New 
York: St. Martin’s Press in association with St. Antony’s College, Oxford, 1996, pp. 157–165.
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The Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia adopted on 11 September 1990 the 
Law on Religious Organisations, and annulled the Decree on Regulation of Religious 
Organisations in the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic as adopted 28 October 1976 by 
the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the Latvian SSR. The legislators deliberately 
avoided declaring the church and state to be separate. This law was intended to author-
ise religious organisations to act in many spheres where they had been forbidden to do 
so during the Soviet period: in business, education, the armed forces, healthcare and 
social services, as well as in prisons, i.e. to work outside the walls of their chapels. Arti-
cle 7 of the Law provided for the return of expropriated property to religious organisa-
tions. The state, however, retained the widest possible remit to control and regulate the 
life of religious organisations. The Churches did not acquire the status of legal persons 
under public law. Parishes could only begin their activities after registration with state 
institutions, a consideration which was particularly important for new religious or-
ganisations. Despite Article 2 of this Law stating that, “the state does not confer privi-
leges to any religion or confession”, in fact newly-founded parishes, which began to 
function for the first time in Latvia, were subjected to various restrictions, by allowing 
these to acquire legal status only three years after they were registered.68 

The chapter on ethics within the PFL Programme contained several paragraphs 
concerning religion. The PFL recognised the importance of religious organisations in 
regard to promoting public morality and the strengthening of values, and hence de-
manded religious freedom and to reconsider laws inherited from the Soviet period 
concerning the legal status of religious organisations, to forego teaching atheism in 
schools, to allow voluntary choice to attend religious lessons in schools, “in special 
cases” to restore property rights, to allocate time in the broadcast media for religious 
programmes, and to publish a single ecumenical newspaper and a mass printing of the 
Bible in the Latvian language.69 This provided impetus for religious communities to 
renew themselves and gave hope to the new religious movements that they might gain 
legal recognition. Were these hopes fulfilled? Sociological studies during that period 
were rather limited; in the case of Latvia one can only point to the 1990 “World Values 
Survey”, which showed that public trust in churches was particularly high at 64% in 
Latvia. This was one of the highest values among the countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe; conversely, in terms of regular church attendance, Latvia had one of the lowest 
results — only 9% of the population attended church services once a month or more 
often.70 The people of Latvia trusted the Churches, but they themselves did not actively 
participate in church life.

68 According to Article 5.
69 Latvijas Tautas Frontes programma. Rīga: Avots, 1988, 9. lpp.
70 Müller, O. Religion in Central and Eastern Europe. Was there a Re-Awakening after the Breakdown of 

Communism? The Role of Religion in Modern Societies. Pollack, D. (Ed.). London: Routledge, 2011, p. 67.
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Religious life after the restoration of independence71

Several scholars, basing their findings on quantitative data to analyse the dynam-
ics of indicators of religiosity in the Eastern Bloc after the end of the communist 
 system, have drawn rather similar conclusions.72 Despite evidence for substantial dif-
ferences between religious life in religious countries such as Poland and Romania 
compared with strongly secular states such as the Czech Republic, Estonia or Russia, 
there are no grounds to support the hypothesis that religious life and mass religiosity 
have been revitalised. In countries such as Poland and Romania, also Croatia, where 
the overall level of religiosity is elevated and the religious spectrum relatively homoge-
neous, the situation has remained unchanged. Elsewhere religiosity increased up until 
the mid-1990s, and later growth, if any, has been slight. 

The same can be said for the situation in Latvia. Three surveys in the series 
“World/European Values” were conducted in Latvia during the 1990s (the 2nd wave in 
1990, the 3rd wave  in 1996, and the 4th wave  in 1999). The results of these surveys show 
clearly that the majority of the people of Latvia continue to respect and value highly 
the work of religious organisations,73 while at the same time failing to participate ac-
tively in their life. The population most highly values the work of churches in satisfying 
spiritual needs (87% assessed this to be positive in 1990, and 81%  in 1999). This po-
sitive opinion was also evident among individuals who themselves did not often fre-
quent church services (in 1990 only 9% of the population attended church services at 
least once a month, while this figure was nearly 16% in 1996, and 15% in 1999). The 
support offered by religious organisations to families and in resolving social problems 
received considerably lower marks by the population. A broad swathe of society no 
longer wished to see interference by religious organisations in politics, although this 
activity had been welcomed during the period of the Awakening.74 A convincing ma-
jority of the population took the view that religious rituals were necessary at weddings, 
funerals, and to commemorate childbirth, although there is no reason to suppose that 
the respondents always behaved this way. Credible results are available for marriages, 
given that these must be registered with state bodies. This data shows that only one-
fifth of all marriages take place in church, and that this percentage has remained prac-

71 This part of the article is based on a publication by A. Misāne: Misāne, A. Latvijas iedzīvotāju reliģiskās 
identitātes un reliģiozitātes dinamika pēc neatkarības atjaunošanas. Daudzveidīgās un mainīgās Latvijas 
identitātes. Rozenvalds, J., Zobena, A. (red.). Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2014, 291. lpp. E-book. 
Accessible at: http://providus.lv/article_files/2882/original/Daudzveidigas_un_mainigas_Latvijas_identitates. 
pdf?1427115576

72 Borowik, I. Between Orthodoxy and Ecleticism: On the religious transformations of Russia, Belarus and 
Ukraine. Social Compass, No. 4, 2002, pp. 497–508; Kaariainen, K. Religiousness in Russia after the Collapse 
of Communism. Social Compass, No. 1, 1999, pp. 35–46; Pollack, D. Religiousness Inside and Outside the 
Church in Selected post-Communist Countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Social Compass, No. 3, 2003, 
pp. 321–334; Need, A., Evans, G. Analyzing Patterns of Religious Participation in post-Communist Eastern 
Europe. British Journal of Sociology, No. 2, 2001, pp. 229–248.

73 As already mentioned, in 1990 64% of all residents expressed their trust in the churches, and this figure 
remained essentially the same throughout the 1990s.

74 Only 15–16% of all respondents who took part in the 1999 survey agreed with religious leaders having the 
right to influence elections or the work of the government.
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tically constant over the entire period after the restoration of independence (in 1996, 
19.4% of all marriages were registered in church, in 2005 — 20.2%, in 2006 — 19.6%75). 

What we have noted above indicates that, soon after the restoration of independ-
ence, a situation developed in Latvia conforming to the concept of vicarious religion. 
This concept was introduced by the British sociologist Grace Davie in reference to 
Max Weber’s idea of a religious virtuoso, and the concept is widely in use to character-
ise the contemporary situation in Europe.76 A small minority of the public practices 
religion far more intensively than does the majority, in this way keeping alive religious 
institutions, and although the majority sees these institutions in a positive light, i.e. as 
keepers of traditions, culture, and morality, and rely upon religious organisations to 
provide appropriate rituals (for weddings and funerals), otherwise people seldom at-
tend religious ceremonies, and if they do then at religious festivals. This allows the 
church to retain a high degree of trust in a society which is predominantly secular, 
whose members from time to time take advantage of services on offer, and are not 
willing to see the church disappear. Society in Latvia became a typical example of the 
“exceptional case” of Europe. 

The three largest denominations in Latvia were the Roman Catholics, Protestants 
(mostly Lutherans), and Russian Orthodox. The numbers of convinced atheists was 
small, less than 3%, while approximately one-third of the population of Latvia in the 
1990s did not follow any religious practice either privately or publicly.

These trends have continued in the 21st century. This is shown, for example, in a 
2008 survey77 by the ISSP (International Social Survey Programme)78, conducted 
20 years after the “religious turning point” in 1988. The same groups continue to figure 
in the religious as in the previous decade: people who are indifferent to religion or not 
touched by it; nominal Christians or cultural Christians who identify with specific 
Christian traditions; a relatively small number of virtuosi, or actively practicing Chris-
tians; and adherents of minority religions.

The proportion of residents of Latvia who admitted in the 2008 survey that they 
did not believe in God, or who do not think that they believe, is approximately 28%, 
while those who never have prayed to God make up a further 37%. The proportion 
who stated they are not religious was 33%, while 32% did not trust at all, or only par-
tially trust, religious organisations. There are roughly equal numbers of adherents of 
each of the three largest confessions, Roman Catholics, Russian Orthodox, and Protes-
tants (mostly Lutherans). Approximately 20% of the population of Latvia are adherents 
of each of these three denominations. 

75 Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia. Trends in marriage in 2006 in Latvia. Accessible at: http://www.csb.gov. 
lv/en/notikumi/trends-marriage-2006-latvia-27232.html

76 Davie, G. Europe: The Exceptional Case. Parameters of Faith in the Modern World. London: Darton, Longman 
& Todd, 2002.

77 ISSP Research Group, International Social Survey Programme (ISSP): Religion III, 2008. Distributor: GESIS 
Cologne Germany ZA4950. 

78 Study of religion was carried out three times in the framework of the ISSP: in 1991, 1998, and in 2008; 
how ever, only the last two studies took place in Latvia (www.issp.org, site last visited 20.04.2015). The ISSP 
methodology provides a more nuanced picture of various parameters of belief in comparison with the 
results of value surveys.



742 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

Attendance at religious services was the principal religious activity that the resi-
dents of Latvia associate with the Church: 76% of residents take part in no other parish 
activities, 8% do this once a year, the remainder more often. Religious services are at-
tended by 14% of the population once a month, 24% attend services twice a year, while 
36% never attend church. People very rarely engage in private religious practices, most 
never. Only 8% pray at least once a week, 6%, once a month, and 24% several times a 
year. 

The most recent national sociological survey shows that the share of the popula-
tion of Latvia who identify with the Lutheran or Roman Catholic confessions has re-
mained stable over the past decade. There has been a rise in the numbers who profess 
to be Russian Orthodox believers, and, furthermore, this increase has taken place at 
the expense of those who previously had no declared religious affiliation. 

As elsewhere in the world, there are no statistically significant differences in religi-
osity between various education groups. The unusual finding for Latvia is that urban 
dwellers are more religious than rural dwellers, despite the fact that urbanisation and 
industrialisation are usually associated with secularisation. A similar situation ob-
tained for the pre-war Republic of Latvia. 

Residents of Latvia are for the most part passive in their religious practices, prefer-
ring private rather than public religious practices, despite a high self-assessment of 
their religiosity; they still are reluctant to act together with their fellow believers and 
hesitate to join religious organisations. 
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Fig. 6. Religious self-identity of the residents of Latvia in 2015 (%) (based on 1000 respondents, 
Social and Political Research Institute of the UL)
Note: the total may exceed 100%, because respondents were free to show preference for more than one alter-
native.



743Solveiga Krūmiņa-Koņkova, Agita Misāne    RELIGIONS IN LATVIA

Fig. 7. Attendance at religious events 2014–2015 (%) (based on 1000 respondents, Social and 
Political Research Institute of the UL)
Note: the total may exceed 100%, because respondents were free to agree with more than one alternative.

The most rapid changes in religious identity in Latvia took place from the end of 
the 1980s to the mid-1990s, followed by a period of stabilisation. The religious policies 
of the Soviet Union did not initiate the secularisation of society; they only encouraged 
trends which had started in pre-war Latvia.

The separation of Church and State at the constitutional level in a democratic en-
vironment is a relatively new development in Latvia. Neither the Declaration of 1919, 
nor of 1940, on separation of Church and State ensured this in practice. Chapter 8 of 
the Constitution, “Fundamental Human Rights”, which also includes Article 99, was 
only included in the Constitution (Satversme) through the amendments of 1999. Pre-
viously this principle was mentioned in the Constitutional Law of the Republic of 
Latvia, “Human Rights and Citizens Rights and Duties”, which was adopted and in 
force from 10 December 1991. Article 35 provided for separation of the State from 
the Church, guaranteed freedom of religious expression, and set out the grounds for 
possible restrictions of it (ensuring public safety and order, protection of health, mo-
rality and other human rights and freedoms), allowed for the right to form religious 
associations, to preach and to practice religious ceremonies and rituals, but insisted 
that religious convictions do not free individuals from their responsibilities to the 
State. 

The relationship between the State and religious organisations is defined in the 
Law on Religious Organisations adopted in 1995, and related normative acts;79 par-
ticular attention may be drawn to separate laws on various religious organisations 

79 The Law on Religious Organisation being one of the oldest laws of Latvia has been amended many times 
over the 20 years of its being in force and according to this author it is no longer appropriate to be applied in 
monitoring contemporary religious processes in Latvia.
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adopted in 2007 and 2008,80 as well as the already mentioned Agreement between the 
Republic of Latvia and the Holy See which regulates relations with the Roman Catho-
lic Church. These legal acts progressively regulated the relations of the State with par-
ticular religious organisations, at the same time as they strengthened the privileged 
status of several churches, in particular as regards registration of new parishes. It may 
be concluded that the legislation of the Republic of Latvia definitely guarantees reli-
gious freedom but not the equality of all religions. The law on religious organisations 
reflected in many ways the ideological atmosphere of the 1990s, as well as the compe-
tence level which was typical of the understanding of religious policy at that time, 
when the academic study of religion was in its infancy (during the Soviet period it was 
only possible in the context of “scientific atheism”, i.e. aggressive secularisation). The 
Law also provides for many restrictions on the registration of religious organisations, 
and their supervision in future.81 The Pew Research Centre  has asserted restrictions 
on religion in Latvia as "low"(index 2.4), but still higher than the average in Europe 
(i.e. there are more restrictions), including Lithuania and Estonia.82

The oligopoly concept83 appears to be the most appropriate in characterising the 
historical relationship between the state and religious organisations in Latvia, both in 
terms of human resources and material assets (for example, significant real estate 
properties), and the readiness of politicians to favour certain religious organisations. 
The largest and the most influential religious organisations in Latvia are the Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church of Latvia, the Roman Catholic Church, and the Orthodox Church 
of Latvia, which all have an extensive network of parishes covering the country. They 
are also active in the fields of education and social/diaconate work. Ecumenical co-
operation between these three and other historical churches is well in hand, and takes 
the form of a single Christian position being expressed on key social issues, as well as 
in a common appreciation of history; for example, the cult of Meinhard, the first 
Bishop of Ikšķile is today observed both by the Roman Catholic Church, which has set 
up a memorial to him, as well as by the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Latvia, which 
holds regular events in his memory. This ecumenical cooperation is due to both mu-

80 See: 2007. gada 17. maija Latvijas Baptistu Draudžu Savienības likums. Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 86, 2007, 
2.  lpp.; 2007. gada 17. maija Latvijas Apvienotās Metodistu Baznīcas likums. Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 91, 
2007, 2. lpp.; 2007. gada 31. maija Rīgas ebreju reliģiskās draudzes likums. Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 98, 2007, 
2.–3.  lpp.; 2007. gada 12. jūnija Septītās Dienas Adventistu Latvijas draudžu savienības likums. Latvijas 
Vēstnesis, Nr. 93, 2007, 11.–12. lpp.; 2007. gada 12. jūnija Latvijas Vecticībnieku Pomoras Baznīcas likums. 
Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 98, 2007, 2. lpp.; 2008. gada 3. decembra Latvijas evaņģēliski luteriskās Baznīcas 
likums. Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 188, 2008, 2. lpp.; 2008. gada 13. novembra Latvijas Pareizticīgās Baznīcas 
likums. Latvijas Vēstnesis, Nr. 188, 2008, 2.–3. lpp.

81 For a more extensive examination of the religious policies of the Republic of Latvia see: Tēraudkalns, V. 
Religion and Politics in Latvia at the Beginning of 21st Century. Occasional Papers on Religion in Eastern 
Europe, No. 2 (2011), pp. 10–18. Accessible at: http:// digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1141&context=ree

82 http://www.pewforum.org/2009/12/17/government-restrictions-index-gri (site last visited 12.01.2016).
83 Yang, F. Oligopoly Is Not Pluralism. Religious Pluralism: Framing Religious Diversity in the Contemporary 

World. Giordan, G., Pace, E. (eds.). Cham: Springer, 2014, pp. 49–59; Yang, F. Oligopoly Dynamics and the 
Triple Religious Markets in China. The Future of Religious Freedom: Global Challenges. Hertzke, A. D. (Ed.). 
Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2013, pp. 128–156.
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Fig. 8. Ecumenical service in Riga (Dom) Cathedral in the 
presence of church leaders and clergymen (from the Photo 
Archive of the Saeima of the Republic of Latvia)

tual goodwill and practical considera-
tions, i.e. together the three largest 
churches (in terms of their nominal ad-
herents) form a credible majority in so-
ciety vis-à-vis the unbelievers.

Each of the largest religious organi-
sations in Latvia has its own distinctive 
features. The Evangelical Lutheran 
Church of Latvia may be described as a 
“Church of the people”, including mem-
bers with differing degrees of religious 
belief, and theological views. The con-
gregations can be divided into four main 
strands: those who are close to Roman 
Catholicism in terms of teaching and 
who have adopted some outward Catho-
lic elements (details of church services, 
pilgrimages, strict fasting, anointing with oil, etc.); Lutheran orthodox/orthopraxy; 
 pietistic; and charismatic. The decision by Jānis Vanags during his episcopate to stop 
the ordination of women pastors has earned the LELB considerable criticism both in-
ternationally and from in secular, “external to the church” members of the public. This 
stand also poses problems in cooperation with the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
Latvia outside of Latvia, but the LELB decision has strong support amongst its 
member ship in-country. The 27th LELB Synod of 2016 revised its Constitution with 
explicit mention that only men will be ordained as pastors. This decision was taken by 
a majority of 77.3% in favour. It was also decided at this Synod that cloisters and com-
munities of brothers and sisters may be affiliated with the LELB. The LELB has under-
gone significant structural reforms after the restoration of independence.84 The largest 
 parish in Latvia is that of the Church of Luther in Riga with 4000 members.

The Roman Catholic Church, in particular during the episcopate of Cardinal Jānis 
Pujats (1991–2010), has actively developed higher theological education, as well as 
built new churches, especially in districts where previously the Catholic Church has 
not been dominant, i.e. these churches are acting as missionary centres. In advance of 
the visit by Pope John Paul II to Latvia in 1993, the garden of the Basilica at Aglona was 
expanded and infrastructure was built to accommodate pilgrims from around Europe 
on 15 August, the Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Liturgical re-
forms took place during the episcopate of Cardinal Pujats implementing the reforms of 
the Vatican II Council, including the Mass being celebrated in the local language. On 
14 April 2000, the beatification process was started of Bishop Boļeslavs Sloskāns (1893–
1981) who lived in Belgium from 1946 onwards, and on 20 December 2004, Pope 
John Paul II issued a decree recognising his moral courage and his distinguished life. 

84 A chapter (kapituls) was created alongside the consistory following introduction of an organisational model 
with several dioceses and expanding the Church Board.
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The most important issues for the Ortho-
dox Church of Latvia have been the renewal of 
its autonomy, which was interrupted during 
the Soviet period, and related questions of the-
ological identity.85 The Orthodox All-Latvia 
Council took place in December 1992, at 
which the autonomous Orthodox Church of 
Latvia was proclaimed. The canonisation of 
Jānis (Pommers) in 2001, Orthodox Arch-
bishop of Riga and All-Latvia, was a significant 
event in the life of the Orthodox Parishes of 
Latvia.

The number of persons who identify with 
the Orthodox Church has increased after the 
restoration of independence of the Republic of 
Latvia, a process also observed in Estonia 
where the number of Orthodox believers now 

significantly exceeds the number of Lutherans.86 Although the former cannot be re-
garded only as a “Slavic” church, the majority of its adherents are of one of the Eastern 
Slavs nationality (Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians). This increase in Orthodox iden-
tity may be explained by these residents regarding Orthodoxy as an intrinsic part of 
their ethnic identity.87 

One of the tasks faced by the Orthodox Church of Latvia was rejuvenation of its 
recovered properties and the construction of new churches: the Nativity of Christ 
Cathed ral in Riga, St. Simeon and St Anna Cathedral in Jelgava, the Cathedral of 
St Nicholas in Liepāja, as well as Latvian parish churches in Ainaži and Kolka, with 
new temples built in Ogre and Salaspils. There are two Orthodox monasteries in 
 Latvia: the St Trinity Sergius Women’s Monastery in Riga (with a branch in Valgunde 
in Jelgava District), and the Holy Spirit Men’s Monastery in Jēkabpils. 

The Christian communities in Latvia show a very variable level of activity. Many 
parishes are in a state of stagnation, as they have few members, and are on the border 
of having the minimum number of 20; few church services are held in such parishes 
and they face problems in managing their property. Against this background, parishes 
stand out which increased their number of adherents and offer a wide range of activi-
ties, i.e. other forms of worship over and above weekly services (for example services 
of praise, services for youth, families, etc.), Sunday school classes, choirs, serving the 
spiritual needs of business people, Alpha courses and other forms of active missionary 

85 For more details see: Runce, I., Avanesova, J. The Latvian Orthodox Church. Leustean, L. N. (Ed.). East-
ern Orthodox Christianity and Politics in the Twenty-First Century. London, New York: Routledge, 2014, 
pp. 370–386.

86 Journey to Orthodoxy. Accessible at: http://journeytoorthodoxy.com/2013/04/more-orthodox-than-luther-
ans-in-estonia/ (site last visited 15.01.2016).

87 Misāne, A. Latvijas iedzīvotāju reliģiskās identitātes un reliģiozitātes dinamika pēc neatkarības atjaunošanas, 
291. lpp.

Fig. 9. The Roman Catholic Church of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary in Talsi. 2014. Photograph by 
Agita Misāne
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Fig. 10. The interior of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Parish Church in Vecpiebalga. 2014. Photograph by 
Agita Misāne

work, developed diaconate, Christian medi-
tation, etc.), as well as initiatives to build or 
 rebuild properties laid waste during the Soviet 
period. The LELB parishes in Talsi and Vec-
piebalga, and at Old St Gertrude in Riga, the 
Jesus and Luther parishes in Riga, the Baptist 
Mateja Parish, the Roman Catholic parishes of 
Viļāni, and the charismatic communities Jaunā 
paaudze (New Generation) and Prieka Vēsts 
(The Glad Tidings) are a few examples of this 
trend. For example, the community Jaunā 
paaudze, which was founded in Riga in 1989, 
is an example of a phenomenon widespread 
throughout the former Soviet Union of pa-
rishes taking a very active Dominionist88 po-
litical position — their leader Aleksejs Ļedja-
jevs preaches a “new world order”. He has 
written that, “intervention and expansion have constituted the principal elements of 
the recent strategy pursued by the Church ... and is the route the Church will follow to 
preach the Kingdom of God throughout the world.”89

A number of religious and spiritual organisations and associations which had 
been liquidated during the Soviet period renewed their activities after the restoration 
of the Latvian state.90 With increased possibilities for communications with the out-
side world, a number of new religions and spiritual movements appeared in Latvia, 
some of which evoked a mixed reception. The first followers of the International So-
ciety for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON ), or Vaishnavas, began to operate in Lat-
via in 1979, and the community in Riga was officially registered in 1989. An essential 
part of the work of the Vaishnava community is the Mercy Mission, “Food for Life”, 
with a presence in Riga, Liepāja, and Daugavpils, which dispenses free meals to the 
needy. Over 20 years, more than 2.5 million meals have been served. The group regu-
larly holds lectures on Vedic philosophy. The first missionaries of the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Mormons) arrived in Latvia in the summer of 1992. The 
first parish of the Latter-Day Saints was founded in Riga in 1993. The Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses have resumed activities in Latvia. The first parishes of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
were established in Latvia after the restoration of independence (two in Riga, and one 
in Jelgava); these were registered in 1998, while the Union of Parishes of Jehovah’s 

88 Dominionism is an ideology that is wide-spread among evangelicals which advocates creation of a form of 
civil governance with a Biblical system of rights and which would be governed by Christians. 

89 Ледяев, А. Новый мировой порядок. Рига: Новое Поколение, 2002, с. 1. Accessible in Russian at: http://
www.ng .lv/rus/materiali/proekti_aleksea_ledaeva/knigi/?doc=650; in English: http://thereformer.narod.ru/
NEWWORLD ORDER.html (site last visited 13.01.2016).

90 For example, the Roerich Society of Latvia and its publishing house “Uguns” (now the publishing house 
“Sirds Gaisma”) restarted activities in 1988. Works by Roerich and others about Buddhism and other reli-
gions in India are being re-published.
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Witnesses was registered in July 2011. The Congress of Jehovah’s Witnesses held in 
Daugavpils in December 2011 attracted more than 2000 followers. Apart from Chris-
tianity, the number of adherents in Latvia of other world religions is still small.91 The 
Buddhist communities in Latvia have renewed their activities without any link to the 
pre-war tradition. The first Buddhist community in Latvia was registered during the 
Soviet period in 1989, i.e. the Buddhist Community of Latvia, which is affiliated with 
Dzogchen teaching.92 A Buddhist centre in Riga, the Diamond Way, Karma Kagyu, 
was formed in 1997. Another Buddhist community, the Drikung Kagyu Dhar-
machakra Centre, also operates in Latvia. In 2000, the Tibetan Buddhist Centre Gan-
den was founded by Uldis Balodis, or Brother Drahmapala, a spiritual teacher who 
had lived in Nepal. Ganden has recently opened a monastery in Drusti, in Vidzeme. 
The Theravada Buddhist Society of Latvia was founded on 5 May 2005, uniting long-
standing peers who had from 1997 onwards organised meditation seminars in Riga 
and elsewhere in Latvia. A Tibetan healing and yoga centre opened in Baltezers 
in 2008. 

The Muslim community in Latvia is fragmented in the same way as in neighbour-
ing Lithuania.93 The community comprises cultural Muslims who originate from lands 
traditionally inhabited by Muslims (Chechens, Tatars, Bashkirs, Azeris, and members 
of Central Asian ethnic groups). They meet at the Muslim Cultural Centre and wor-
ship at the only legal mosque in Latvia, or they have joined one of the many tiny Mus-
lim congregations which have sprung up on the basis of Cultural Societies created in 
the early 1990s.94 For some of these individuals, professing Islam is related more to 
their identity than with active prayer. There are also several hundred adult converts to 
Islam in Latvia.

The Religious Diversity Index (RDI) by the Pew Research Centre published in 
201495 gives Latvia a high score (5.7), higher than for the other Baltic or Scandinavian 
countries. The high score for Latvia is due to the fact that the number of residents who 
adhere to no religious confession is close to the number of Christian residents. This 
indicator, RDI, is somewhat lower for Estonia (5.5, where the number of non-believers 
is slightly larger than the number of Christian residents), while the situation is very 
different in Lithuania, where nearly 90% of residents identify themselves as Christians 
(overwhelmingly as Roman Catholics) and the RDI value is low, 2.1.

The theme of “the return of religion” is becoming increasingly relevant, as reli-
gious organisations and religious viewpoints are ever more present in political discus-

91 For details see: Stasulane, A. New Religious Movements in Latvia. Soter: Journal of Religious Science, No. 32, 
(2009), pp. 107–124.

92 This community was re-registered in 1991 as “Padmalinga”. The community has continued to grow and it 
now has more than 70 members.

93 Račius, E. Muslims in Catholic Lithuania: Divergent Strategies in Dealing with the Marginality Status. Re-
ligious Diversity in Post-Soviet Society. Ethnographies of Catholic Hegemony and the New Pluralism in Lit-
huania. Ališauškiene, M., Schröder, I. W. (eds.). Farnham: Ashgate Publishers, 2012, pp. 169–188.

94 Poljarevic, E., Svanberg, I. Latvia, pp. 102–115.
95 http://www.pewforum.org/2014/04/04/global-religious-diversity (site last visited 23.01.2016).
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sions.96 Researchers of religion often contest the previously widely-held paradigm of 
secularisation, posing the question — have religions become entirely private matters, 
individualised and de-institutionalised as it seemed during the 1960s and 1970s? 

The thesis that modernisation inevitably and consistently lessens the social influ-
ence of religion has been cast into doubt in academic literature. Studies have shown 
that the segment of the public which is most active in religious events is also the most 
active segment in social matters.97 Secularisation — weakening institutional links be-
tween the state and the church and the possible weakening of institutionalised religios-
ity (it is in this sense that the concept of secularisation is used in this article) — does 
not destroy religions, but induces changes. These changes appear as differentiation in 
religious institutions and religious experience and the privatisation of belief, liberalisa-
tion of doctrine, and transformation of the geographical distribution of religions.98 

Jose Casanova has written that from the 1960s onwards religion has become pro-
gressively more public and taken on a greater role in political discourse.99 However, the 
route followed by “the return of religion” is different between societies with divergent 
political histories. As described above, religious organisations in Latvia played an im-
portant role in the Awakening processes at the end of the 1980s. This may be regarded 
as the first wave of “the return of religion” in Latvia. We have seen the second wave in 
recent years. Whereas religious leaders in Western industrialised societies focus on so-
cial policies, i.e. reducing inequality, migration, climate change and addressing histori-
cal injustices (for example, Pope Francis has spoken widely about the latter), in the 
post-Soviet environment religious authorities were more concerned with education, 
family policies and reproductive health issues, placing emphasis on strengthening tra-
ditional family values and gender roles. Threats to traditional families are seen as a 
threat to the people and the state. Therefore, cooperation between leaders of religious 
organisations and political forces should not be surprising, even if not all political par-
ties style themselves as Christian parties. Such tendencies have been seen in Latvia in 
the form of a discussion in 2014 as to whether the Preamble of the Constitution (Sat-
versme) of the Republic of Latvia should contain reference to “Christian values”,100 in 
debates over amendments to the Law on Reproductive Health, concerning Europride 
in Riga in 2015, as well as demands to emphasise morality issues in school curricu-
lums. 

96 A Conference on the Sociology of Religion of the European Sociological Association devoted to this topic 
was held in Belfast in September 2014 (see http://www.esareligion.org/bi-annual-conference/). A book 
devoted to this topic appeared in 2015: Hjelm, T. (Ed.). Is God back? Reconsidering the New Visibility of Reli-
gion. London, New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015. 

97 Misāne, A., Niklass, M. Social capital and religious and civic participation in Riga, Latvia: findings from the 
2014 social survey. Religion, State & Society, No. 2, 2016, pp. 172–184. 

98 Dobbelaere, K. The secularization of society? Some methodological suggestions. Hadden, J. K., Shupe, A. 
(eds.). Secularization and Fundamentalism Reconsidered. New York: Paragon House, 1989, pp. 27–43; Had-
den, J. Toward desacralizing secularization theory. Social Forces, No. 3, 1987, pp. 587–611; Hammond, P. 
(Ed.). The Sacred in a Secular Age. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1985.

99 Casanova, J. Public Religions in the Modern World. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994.
100 Preamble of the Constitution of Latvia. Accessible at: http://www.saeima.lv/en/legislation/constitution (site 

last visited 13.01.2016).
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Another trend visible in the public space of 
Latvia is the de-marginalisation of alternative 
religions and folk religiosity. To paraphrase the 
title of an important book by Thomas Luck-
mann, the “invisible religion”101 is no longer in-
visible; quite the contrary. Events in Latvia fully 
correspond to trends widespread in Europe.102 
One example is the practice of fire rituals. In 
the mid-1990s, individual New Age followers 
and folklore groups adopted fire rituals, origi-
nally Vedic in form and later Latvianised, as a 
part of their religious activities. Ten years later 
a fire ritual was integrated into the programme 
of a Latvian Song and Dance Festival (2008).

In the 1960s, Thomas Luckmann described the religious landscape in modern in-
dustrialised or Western society as one where Christianity and Christian Church-ori-
ented religions have lost their monopoly with the emergence of a free market in mean-
ing. Under such circumstances, consumers of religion create personalised, eclectic sets 
of spiritual values tailored to their needs, or personalised systems of meaning, and lead 
their lives accordingly.

In their book The Spiritual Revolution, Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead predict 
that in industrialised Western societies, those forms of religiosity and religious belief 
whose adherents are exhorted to associate their spiritual life with an external autono-
mous source (in practice monotheistic religions), will lose their hold on the public, 
making way for forms of spirituality which search for a source in the unique being of 
individuals.103 It is difficult to assess how widespread this process might be in Latvia, as 
no quantitative sociological studies have been done which would allow conclusions to 
be drawn about society in general.104 

In any case, not only have historical churches returned to occupy a central public 
position; they have been joined by religions which were previously “alternative”. 

Conclusion

Diversity is a salient feature of the religious landscape of Latvia. Christianity has 
been the major religion in Latvia from the 13th century onwards when Latvia became 
part of the Christian culture space; the Western form of Christianity predominates, 
but there is a significant presence of Eastern Orthodox Christianity as well. In this way 

101 Luckmann, T. The Invisible Religion. The Problem of Religion in Modern Society. New York: Macmillan, 1967.
102 Knoblauch, H. Europe and Invisible Religion. Social Compass, No. 3, 2003, pp. 267–274. 
103 Heelas, P., Woodhead, L. The Spiritual Revolution: Why Religion is Giving Way to Spirituality? Oxford: Black-

well Publishing, 2005.
104 Data from Latvia has not been included in the most detailed study to date of this topic: Siegers, P. Alternative 

Spiritualitäten: neue Formen des Glaubens in Europa. Eine empirische Analyse. Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 
2012.

Fig. 11. The Dievturi Lokstene shrine opened in 2017. 
Photograph by Uģis Nastevičs
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the border zone between the Western and Eastern forms of the Christian church 
passes through the territory of Latvia. While the Roman Catholic Church visibly dom-
inates in Lithuania, and society in Estonia is largely secular (and the religious segment 
of society mostly identifies itself with the Orthodox faith), in Latvia the Roman Catho-
lic, Orthodox, and Protestant Churches have roughly similar numbers of adherents. 

As in other countries, we note in Latvia dynamic changes in the spectrum of reli-
gious beliefs; new religions have appeared, most with few adherents. New ways of 
preaching their message have appeared in the historically established churches. The 
religiosity of individuals has become more private and subjective, with people formu-
lating both the framework and substance of their beliefs. At the same time, religious 
organisations not only have retained their role in social, political and cultural life, but 
also take active positions concerning social and political processes.

Religions are historical phenomena. We are living at a time when the world 
 situation is changing very rapidly, and such is the case also with religion. We have no 
reason to predict the end of religion; such predictions have been made in the past in 
Europe, but they have not materialised. Religious identity has been important to the 
residents of Latvia over a long period of time. New influences and new challenges will 
arise, the nature of religion will continue to change, but, it is likely that religious iden-
tity and the practice of religion will continue to be important in Latvia in the future. 
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Uldis Grāvītis

THE WORLD CONTEXT OF SPORT 
AND ATHLETES IN LATVIA

This article presents highlights of the history of sport in Latvia and the factors influencing the de-
velopment of sport. An overview is given of participation by athletes representing Latvia in the 
Olympic Games, World and European Championship. Performances in Olympic Games are taken 
as a measure of national sports achievement. For this reason, emphasis is placed on how athletes 
from Latvia have fared in various Olympic Games, together with a brief assessment of their perfor-
mances. 

Keywords: development of sport, international sport federations, sports records, European 
Champion ships, World Championships, Summer and Winter Olympic Games. 

Latvia declared its independence on 18 November 1918, therefore prior to this 
date the development of sport has to be characterised as occurring on the territory of 
Latvia. It was only around 1870 that the term ‘sport’ became current in Northern 
 Europe1. At that time, physical activities that we recognise today as sports comprised 
weight lifting, wrestling and gymnastics. The first sports association on the territory of 
Latvia, the Riga Gymnastics Association, was formed in 1862. Since the beginning of 
the 19th century till Latvia’s independence was declared, several other sports devel-
oped rapid ly, in particular cycling, sailing and swimming. Twenty-four sports clubs 
were active in Latvia before 1918. Thirty-one athletes from Latvia were among the 
169-strong team representing Tsarist Russia at its first participation in the Olympic 
Games in Stockholm in 1912. Russia won two silver and two bronze medals at these 
games, of which one bronze medal was won by a skeet-shooter from Latvia, Haralds 
Blaus.2 

1 Apine, R. Sporta attīstība Latvijas teritorijā līdz 1918. gadam. Latvijas olimpiskā vēsture: no Stok holmas līdz 
Soltleiksitijai = The Olympic History of Latvia: from Stockholm to Salt Lake City. Keisels, G., Caune, D. (red., 
sast.). Rīga: Latvijas Olimpiskā komiteja, 2003, 19. lpp.

2 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944. Vašingtona: ALA Fiziskās audzināšanas un sporta 
birojs, 1970, 14.–15. lpp. 
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Sport in independent Latvia (1918–1940)

Sports developed rapidly during the period of Latvian independence. Immediately 
after the First World War, a number of Latvian athletes who were serving soldiers set 
up the Sports Club for Soldiers and held their first large-scale competition on 5 Octo-
ber 1919 in Riga. The (provisional) Latvian Olympic Committee (LOC) was consti-
tuted on 22 August 1920, and this Committee decided to hold the first nation-wide 
sports competitions 19–27 August 1920. Track and field athletes and weight-lifters 
wished to participate as representatives of independent Latvia at the VII Olympiad 
held in 1920 in Antwerp; however, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
turned down their request since Latvia was not yet a member of the IOC3. The official 
Latvian Olympic Committee was founded in 1922, and this fact was immediately 
commu nicated to the IOC. Jānis Dikmanis was elected as the first chairman of the 
Latvian  Olympic Committee, and in 1926 he became a member of the board of the In-
ternational Olympic Committee at its session held in Lisbon. 

J. Dikmanis was the only representative of Latvia, indeed of the Baltic States up to 
now, ever to become a member of the Board of the International Olympic Committee. 
J. Dikmanis fled as a refugee to Germany in 1944, and, subsequently emigrated to the 
USA. J. Dikmanis was never invited to meetings of the IOC during the period of Soviet 
annexation of Latvia, despite the fact that his name was never officially deleted from 
the list of members of the IOC4. He died in 1969 in New York (USA). 

Sporting life took on an ever-increasing momentum in independent Latvia. An 
organisational framework was developed for sports activities in addition to organised 
competitions. There were 32 sports associations of different kinds active in Latvia up 
to 1939. The YMCA (Young Men’s Christian Association) was instrumental in pro-
moting public interest in basketball. The newly established Latvian Basketball Associa-
tion organised the first national championship in 1923.5 The first match between the 
national teams of Estonia and Latvia took place in Tallinn on 29 April 1924 with the 
result 20:16 in favour of Latvia. This was the very first match of its kind in Europe, 
with the next match between national teams held in 1926 between France and Italy6. 
No international organisation to guide the development of basketball existed at that 
time despite the rapid growth in interest about basketball, and despite a need to ensure 
that identical rules for basketball would apply in all countries. Basketball officials in 
Switzerland took the lead in holding a meeting in Zurich on 18 June 1932 by repre-
sentatives from eight countries: Argentina, Czechoslovakia, Greece, Italy, Latvia, Por-
tugal, Romania, and Switzerland. These signed a protocol establishing FIBA (the Inter-
national Basketball Federation, i.e. the Fédération Internationale de Basketball 

3 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944, 18.  lpp.; Čika, V., Šmits, A. Zelts, sudrabs, bronza: 
latviešu olimpieši no 1912. līdz 1960. gadam. Ņujorka: Grāmatu Draugs, 1963, 45. lpp. 

4 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944, 20.–21. lpp.
5 Apine, R. Sports Latvijas Republikā (1918–1940). Latvijas olimpiskā vēsture: no Stokholmas līdz Soltleik-

sitijai = The Olympic History of Latvia: from Stockholm to Salt Lake City, 48. lpp.
6 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944, 64.–65. lpp.



754 LATVIA AND LATVIANS        Volume I

Amateur). Léon Bouffard was elected as the first President of FIBA, and William 
Jones as Secretary-General. Jāzeps Šadeiko signed this document on behalf of Latvia7. 
Re presentatives of Hungary and Bulgaria were present as observers, but as they did 
not sign the protocol, their pre sence is rarely mentioned by sports historians8. This 
event was particularly important in the history of sport in Latvia, as until 2008 FIBA 
was the only international sports organisation that Latvia had participated in set-
ting up. 

The first time that Latvian athletes represented Latvia in an Olympic Games was in 
1924 at the first Winter Olympic Games at Chamonix-Mont-Blanc (France). These 
were the first winter Olympic Games that comprised only winter sports. The Olympic 
Games of 1908 and 1920 had encompassed ice hockey and figure skating9. Two Latvian 
athletes, speed-skater Alberts Rumba and skier Roberts Plūme, took part in the first 
Winter Olympic Games. R. Plūme carried the Latvian flag in the parade at the opening 
ceremony, followed by A. Rumba. A. Rumba competed in three distances, where he 
broke Latvian national records and finished in seventh place, earning recognition from 
experts10. The skier R. Plūme was unsuccessful as he failed to reach the finish line in 
both events that he entered. 

The 1924 Summer Olympic Games was the first occasion when an Olympic Team 
representing Latvia took part in Summer Games. In all, 42 athletes travelled to Paris. 
No medals were won. The best result (fifth place) went to the weight-lifter Kārlis Lei-
lands. This first participation by Latvia in the Olympic Games may be judged to have 
been good, as Latvia was unofficially ranked 14th in a field of 43 competing countries. 
In addition to the athletes mentioned above, three chess players took part in a Chess 
Olympiad held at the same time in Paris. This was an unofficial Chess Olympiad coin-
ciding with the VIII Olympic Games. The chess players from Latvia caused a sensation 
when they took the first two places in a field of 54 competitors representing 18 coun-
tries. Hermanis Matisons took first place, Fricis Apšenieks, second place, while their 
chess teacher Kārlis Bētiņš took sixth place in a consolation tournament11. The details 
of end-games played out by Hermanis Matisons, who died in Riga in 1932 from tuber-
culosis at the early age of 38, are noted in books on the theory of the end-game in 
chess. The chess club Matisons was founded in 1953 in Adelaide (Australia) in memory 
of Hermanis Matisons. This chess club won the Chess Championship of South Aus-
tralia in 2015. 

Latvian athletes did not enjoy any success in world-class or European compe titions 
during the years prior to the next Winter Olympic Games in St. Moritz (Switzerland) 
and the Summer Games of the IX Olympiad in Amsterdam (the Netherlands), both of 
which took place in 1928. The only world-class result of those years (1924–1928) was 

7 Keisels, G. (sast.) Latvijas basketbola vēsture. Rīga: Jumava, 1998, 13. lpp.
8 Šmits, A., Čika, V. Neaizmirstami sporta brīži un zvaigznes. [Bruklina]: Grāmatu Draugs, 1966, 47. lpp.
9 Čika, V., Šmits, A. Zelts, sudrabs, bronza: latviešu olimpieši no 1912. līdz 1960. gadam, 61. lpp.
10 Erta, A. Neatkarīgā Latvija olimpiskajās spēlēs (1924–1936). Latvijas olimpiskā vēsture: no Stokholmas līdz 

Soltleiksitijai= The Olympic History of Latvia: from Stockholm to Salt Lake City, 59.–60. lpp.
11 Čika, V., Šmits, A. Zelts, sudrabs, bronza: latviešu olimpieši no 1912. līdz 1960. gadam, 71.–72. lpp.
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achieved by the talented athlete Elfrīda Bērziņa-Karlsone, who bettered world records 
in the javelin and track and the track and field pentathlon, although these results were 
not recorded officially12. E. Bērziņa-Karlsone continued improving her results up until 
1931. During the post-war years, she resided in Canada and remained faithful to sport: 
she was recognised for her contribution to physical education as a staff member at the 
University of Western Ontario. In 1965, she presented lectures on the scientific aspects 
of physical education and physical development.

Women’s track and field events took place for the first time at the IX Olympiad 
Games of 1928 in Amsterdam. Track and field athletes from Latvia did not fare well at 
these games, failing to reach the finals in any event. K. Leilands posted the best result 
with fourth place among 17 weight-lifters. At these games Latvia was represented by 
14 athletes competing in five different sports. There was only one participant from 
Latvia at the Winter Olympic Games held the same year in St Moritz (Switzer-
land);  speed-skater Alberts Rumba competed at several distances, finishing in  
14th–16th place13. 

Developments in Latvian sporting life from 1928 to the next Olympic Games in 
1932 focussed on the formation of sports teams, improving skills and the advent of 
student sports. The first SELL Winter Games took place in 1929 in Rīga; this acronym 
derives from the names of the four Baltic countries: Suomi, Eesti, Latvija, Lietuva. Al-
though Latvians do not have world-wide and European sporting success at this time, 
never theless, sporting events in Latvia were characterised by slow, yet steady evolu-
tion. Riga Racecourse was re-opened in 1924, and a number of stadiums and sports 
facilities were in use, including a cycle track in the centre of Riga. Construction of a 
major  stadium in Riga (today the Daugava Stadium) was begun in 1930 and com-
pleted in 1933. 

The Summer and Winter Olympic Games of 1932 were held in the USA, with the 
Winter Games at Lake Placid and the Summer Games, in Los Angeles. Latvia did not 
take part in the III Winter Games at Lake Placid. Latvia was represented by two track 
and field athletes at the Summer Olympic Games, race-walker Jānis Daliņš and dec-
athlete Jānis Dimza. J. Daliņš had successfully competed from 1929 onwards at inter-
national race walks in Germany, France, and the UK, and just before the Olympic 
Games had bettered a world record (for the 25 mile (40.25 km) walk). His supporters 
and the athlete himself had high hopes for an Olympic gold medal, despite the fact 
that he entered the 50 km walking competition for the first time. His lack of experience 
was decisive and Daliņš finished second behind the gold medallist, Thomas Green 
(UK). Nonetheless his silver medal was the first Olympic medal won by any athlete 
from independent Latvia, and it raised the popularity of race-walking in Latvia. The 
second Olympic representative from Latvia, J. Dimza, also began the decathlon com-
petition hopefully, being the overall leader after three events. J. Dimza was in the sec-
ond place after eight events, but a foot injury forced him to withdraw. The  organisers 

12 Šmits, A., Čika, V. Neaizmirstami sporta brīži un zvaigznes, 216.–217. lpp.
13 Erta, A. Neatkarīgā Latvija olimpiskajās spēlēs (1924–1936), 65.–69. lpp.
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Fig. 1. Latvian National Basketball Team, first European 
champions, 1935; from left to right: Mārtiņš Grundmanis, 
Džems Raudziņš, Aleksejs Anufrijevs, Rūdolfs 
Jurciņš, Visvaldis Melderis, Jānis Lidmanis, Herberts 
Gubiņš, Eduards Andersons and Valdemārs Baumanis 
(Andrejs Krisons, Edgars Rūja, and second coach 
Rihards Dekšenieks are missing from the photograph). 
Unknown photographer. Source: Collection of the 
Latvian Sports Museum

 re cognised the achievements of J. Dimza 
with a silver crown. The Latvian State 
President Alberts Kviesis awarded both 
Olympic athletes Latvia’s highest hon-
our, the Order of the Three Stars14. The 
Olympic silver medal won by J. Daliņš 
and his setting new world records dur-
ing 1933 in 20 km, 25 km, and 15 mile 
(24.15 km) race walks, as well as a two-
hour walk which the International Track 
and Field Federation re cognised as an 
official record, greatly raised the popu-
larity of all kinds of sports in the coun-
try. E. Bietags placed first in Greco- 
Roman wrestling at the 1934 Euro pean 
Championship held in Rome, while 
A.  Zvejnieks took the third place. Lat-
vian athletes started well at the 1934 Eu-
ropean Championship in ice-sailing 
held in Riga. Ice hockey teams com-
peted in the World Championship from 
1933 onwards, but were un able to rise 
above the lowest group. A student hoc-

key team from Latvia participating in the Inter national University Games (Universi-
ade) took the second place in 1933 and the third place in 1935. 

In 1933, the International University Games (Universiade) were held in Turin 
(Italy), at which the Latvian women’s basketball team was victorious. A number of suc-
cesses were earned in student sport competitions. The speed-skater J. Andriksons took 
the first place in the medley at the 1935 International University Games (Universiade) 
held at St. Moritz (Switzerland)15. One of the best all-time achievements by athletes 
from Latvia was the first-place finish by the men’s basketball team at the first European 
Basket ball Championship held in 1935 in Zurich (Switzerland). 

The team prepared for the competition despite financial problems and beat teams 
from Hungary and Switzerland, and Spain in the final game.16 Triumphs by students 
continued at the International University Games (Universiade) held in Budapest 
(Hungary) in 1935. The Latvian student men’s team also won the 1937 academic tour-
nament held in Paris (France). At the 1936 congress in Berlin of the International Bas-
ketball Federation Latvia was awarded the honour of hosting the 1937 European Bas-
ketball Championship17. 

14 Erta, A. Neatkarīgā Latvija olimpiskajās spēlēs (1924–1936, 70.–72. lpp.
15 Šmits, A., Čika, V. Neaizmirstami sporta brīži un zvaigznes, 224.–225. lpp.
16 Šmits, A., Čika, V. Neaizmirstami sporta brīži un zvaigznes, 49.–60. lpp.; Keisels, G. (sast.) Latvijas basketbola 

vēsture. Rīga: Jumava, 1998, 15.–16. lpp.
17 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944, 65. lpp.
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Fig. 2. Jānis Daliņš in the 50 km race walk during the 1936 
Berlin Olympiad. Unknown photographer. Source: Collection 
of the Latvian Sports Museum

The 1936 Olympic Games were the 
next occasion to assess sport in Latvia. 
These were the last Olympic Games be-
fore the outbreak of the Second World 
War and the last time that both the 
summer and winter games were held in 
the same country. Latvian athletes were 
looking forward to a good performance 
at the IV Winter Olympic Games held 
at Garmisch-Partenkirchen (Germany), 
but their preparations were hampered 
by the warm winter of 1935 in Latvia as 
all winter sports events, including ice 
hockey matches, were held outdoors. 
They had yet to win at international 
sports events, with the exception of the 
first place by speed-skater J. Andriksons at a medley race at the International Univer-
sity Games. The team setting out for Germany consisted of 26 athletes, including 
11 hockey players. The results posted by athletes from Latvia did not allow them to be 
ranked among the leaders at these games. 

After the success at the 1935 University Games at which they took third place, the 
hockey team hoped for successful at the Winter Olympics; however, they lost their first 
game 0:11 against a strong team from Canada, and were also defeated in all of the fol-
lowing games, thus failing to qualify for the final series of matches. They were placed 
in 13th–15th position out of 15 competing teams. Alfons Bērziņš, a rising speed-skating 
talent, only 20 years old, was also unable to reach a high ranking. He took 14th place in 
the 300 m distance, which was the best individual result for our athletes at the Winter 
Olympic Games at Garmisch-Partenkirchen. This performance was later severely cri-
ticised in Latvia, with demands that sports management in the country be reor-
ganised18. 

The 1936 Summer Olympic Games in Berlin welcomed 3963 athletes representing 
49 countries. Latvia sent 30 athletes to compete in Berlin. Athletes from Latvia com-
peted in five sports at this Olympiad. The best results were posted by wrestlers and 
track, and field athletes. Edvīns Bietags a middle-weight wrestler from Latvia, won in 
four rounds but the final result was determined by the judges who awarded victory to 
the wrestler from Sweden. The wrestler from Latvia thus won the silver medal. Latvian 
light-weight wrestler Krišjānis Kundziņš took fifth place, while heavy-weight wrestler 
Alberts Zvejnieks was forced to withdraw after taking a second fall in his third match. 
It was expected that J. Daliņš would win the gold medal for race walking in the 50 km 
distance, given his previous silver Olympic medal and being the holder of the world 
record. In addition to J. Daliņš two other athletes from Latvia also competed at this 
distance, A. Bubenko and A. Krūkliņš. The unexpected happened: A.  Krūkliņš was 

18 Erta, A. Neatkarīgā Latvija olimpiskajās spēlēs (1924–1936), 72.–74. lpp.
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technically disqualified at the 8 km mark, and after suffering a cramp in his left leg at 
the 35 km mark J. Daliņš was forced to abandon the race. 

H. Whitlock (UK) finished first, with A. Schwab (Switzerland), second, and Adal-
berts Bubenko from Latvia winning the bronze medal19. The best result posted by the 
other track and field athletes from Latvia was a seventh place finish by Voldemārs 
Vītols in the 3000 m steeplechase. 

The best result in other sports was in pistol shooting, where Haralds Marvē from 
Latvia took the eighth place in rapid fire with a pistol at 25 m. It had not been in vain 
that the team chose H. Marvē to carry the national flag in the parade at the opening 
ceremony. Given the number of silver and bronze medals won, Latvia was unofficially 
ranked 24th among the 49 countries competing20. The organisers of the Berlin Olym-
piad continued a tradition begun in 1932 to hold an arts competition (literature, paint-
ing and graphic designs) during the  Olympic Games to bring to life the idea advanced 
by P. de Coubertin that sport is a part of culture. Documents published from these 
games indicate that artists who competed in various categories were also counted as 
participants. Four artists from Latvia competed in literature, painting, and the graphic 
arts. This article discusses the results of the athletic competitions. Three painters from 
Latvia sent their works of art as well as one writer. The Jury decided not to award a 
gold medal for painting, only silver and bronze, as well as five diplomas recognising 
achievement. One of these diplomas was conferred on Augusts Annuss from Latvia for 
his painting, “Battle at the Gates21”.

Participation at the Olympic Games led to increased state support to the organisa-
tion of sporting activities. The Physical Culture and Sport Committee of Latvia was es-
tablished in 1936. A Sports Congress was held in 1938. Owning in large measure to the 
conclusions of this congress, the Law on Physical Education and Sport was pro mulgated 
on 17 May 193822. The largest and most significant sporting event that occurred in Lat-
via after the 1936 Olympic Games was the Second European Basketball Championship 
held in 1937 in Riga. The Latvian national team suffered a painful defeat at home, com-
ing in at sixth place. Latvian basketball players subsequently regained their reputation 
by taking second place (out of eight European countries) in the Nations Cup in the 
 autumn of that year. In August 1937, the Latvian student national team won the 
VII Universal Student Games held in Paris.23. Rapid development took place in other 
sports and world class results were achieved. Kārlis Kļava took the first place and the 
title of champion at the 1937 World Championship held in Helsinki for shooting with 
an automatic pistol.24 Student sports activities also developed rapidly. The men’s student 
national team took first place in the volleyball competition at the 1937 International 

19 Čika, V., Šmits, A. Sporta smaids: fragmentāri notikumi no neatkarīgās Latvijas sporta dzīves pirm sākumiem 
līdz mūsu dienām. Toronto: Sporta apskats, 1961, 86.–87. lpp.

20 Čika, V., Šmits, A. Zelts, sudrabs, bronza: latviešu olimpieši no 1912. līdz 1960. gadam, 142.–147. lpp.; Erta, A. 
Neatkarīgā Latvija olimpiskajās spēlēs (1924–1936), 75.–77. lpp.

21 See http://www.sportsreference.com/olympics/countries/LAT/summer/1936/ (site last visited 14.07.2016).
22 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944, 21.–22. lpp.
23 Keisels, G. (sast.) Latvijas basketbola vēsture, 19.–23. lpp.
24 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944, 244.–247. lpp.
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University Games (Universiade) held in Paris. The Latvian team members were 
Voldemārs Elmūts, Uldis Ģērmanis, Alfrēds Hermanovskis, Indulis Lau kēvics, Arvīds 
Pētersons, and Kārlis Šleicers. Two students from Latvia, Lidija Ozoliņa and Taisa Tuča, 
took joint first place in the individual women’s gymnastics competition at these games, 
while a third student from Latvia, Lidija Vītola, finished third. The Latvian team was 
ranked first in this competition25. International sports federations were increasingly 
willing to hold European and world championships in Latvia. From 1930 onwards, the 
annual Euro pean Ice-sailing Championship was held on Lake Ķīšezers in Riga. The 
41st European Speed-skating Championship was held in Riga during the winter of 1939, 
at which speed-skater Alfons Bērziņš from Latvia won a title; two weeks later he won 
the silver medal at the World Speed-skating Championship in  Helsinki26. 

One of the last shocks for sport in Latvia resulted from events at the 1939 III Euro-
pean Basketball Championship in Kaunas27. The Latvian team had been scheduled to 
play against Finland on the first day of the tournament, but the FIBA Technical Com-
mittee allowed the home team to change the schedule and the Lithuanian team was al-
lowed to play their first match against their strongest opponent, the Latvian team. The 
match was tense and nervous. During the final seconds of the match, with Latvia lead-
ing 36:35, the ball was with a Latvian player who looked at the judges awaiting the end 
of the match. With tremendous noise from the crowd he threw the ball towards the 
opponents’ basket whereupon it was taken by a Lithuanian player who then passed it 
to his team mate who then scored a basket. The match ended 37:36 in favour of Lithu-
ania as the judges who ruled that time had not yet expired. Time remaining in a match 
was not displayed publically as it is today; it was measured by a watch held by officials. 
In later years a Lithuanian veteran of this game admitted that they had deliberately 
stretched out the remaining time so that this final throw would count. A victory 
against Poland in the final game gave Latvia the second place at the III European 
Basket ball Championship28. The matter did not end there and all sporting relations 
with Lithuania were discontinued up to the time when both countries were occupied29. 

Overall, sports in Latvia progressed during the pre-war period in terms of sport-
ing achievements, the development of sports facilities as well as organisation of sports 
activities. Before the war, 167 sports associations were officially registered in Latvia, a 
stadium and a sports hall were built in Riga, as well as six cycle tracks and many other 
sports facilities around the country. Latvia was the venue for 13 different European 
championships. During the period of independence, athletes from Latvia won two 
 Olympic silver medals and one bronze medal, world sports records were bettered on 
ten occasions, four World Championship titles and four European Championship titles 
were won by individuals, and one team European Championship title in basketball was 
secured, involving 10 players. In analysing at these results, one must recall that the 
population of Latvia in 1938 was less than two million, i.e. 1 994 506. 

25 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944, 355., 363. lpp.
26 Ibid., 51. lpp.
27 At that time, Kaunas was the capital of Lithuania.
28 Keisels, G. (sast.) Latvijas basketbola vēsture, 24. lpp.
29 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944, 23. lpp.
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Sport during the period of occupation (1940–1990)

Sporting life was only briefly interrupted by the entry into Latvia of the Red Army 
in 1940, since most of the sport infrastructure was not affected. The sports clubs of the 
Home Guards (Aizsargi) and the Young Men’s Christian Association were closed but 
all other sport clubs continued to operate. The Physical Culture and Sport Committee 
of the Council of People’s Commissars of the Latvian SSR was established which 
created new sports clubs such as Dinamo, Spartaks, Lokomotīve, etc. following the 
example of Russia. These new associations in fact took over the premises, equipment 
and even members of former sport associations30. Deportation to Siberia by the Soviet 
regime of more than 15 000 residents of Latvia on 13–14 June 1941, as well as the in-
vasion of Latvia by Germany on 22 June 1941 had significant negative consequences 
for sport in Latvia. Nevertheless, even under these difficult conditions sports enthu-
siasts undertook personal initiatives to organise sporting life. The Sports Council of 
Latvia was revived and its leader appointed. Championship tournaments in Riga and 
the country as a whole were restarted, only to cease in August 1944 with the approach 
of the Eastern front. Many individuals involved with sport fled Latvia ahead of the ar-
rival of the Soviet regime. However, their undiminished desire to compete inter-
nationally under the flag of Latvia was rejected for political reasons. Basketball was the 
most glaring example of this. In 1946, FIBA held the Fourth European Basketball 
Championship in Geneva. Members of the Latvian basketball team, with the help of 
émigrés living in Sweden, sought permission to participate as representatives of Latvia. 
An analogous request was made by basketball players from Lithuania. Political con-
siderations were more important than sport and the Swiss Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
vetoed participation in this tournament of the two strongest basketball teams in 
Europe — those of Latvia and Lithuania31.

Athletes living in Latvia were unable to participate in the Olympic Games before 
1952, since the USSR did not take part in the 1948 summer games in London or the 
winter games in St. Moritz. The International Olympic Committee only recognised 
the USSR National Olympic Committee in May 1951. Athletes from Latvia living 
abroad were unable to take part as individuals or as teams in international competi-
tions at this time. One noteworthy achievement of this time was the international 
record for a javelin throw of 67.12 m by Jānis Stendzenieks in 1949, which bettered the 
South American record32. The reporter Harijs Mindenbergs was the only official re-
presentative of Latvia to be present at the 1948 Olympic Games33. After the war, Latvia, 
Lithuania and Estonia also lost their independent status in the International Olympic 
Committee, and in all other international sports federations. The latter included FIBA, 
the International Basketball Federation, of which Latvia had been a founder member 
since 1932. A consequence of their annexation was that athletes from these countries 

30 Čika, V., Gubiņš, G. Latvijas sporta vēsture 1918–1944, 28.–32. lpp.
31 Erta, A. Neatkarīgā Latvija olimpiskajās spēlēs (1924–1936), 82.–83. 352. lpp.
32 Šmits, A., Čika, V. Neaizmirstami sporta brīži un zvaigznes, 226.–227. lpp.; Čika, V., Šmits, A. Zelts, sudrabs, 

bronza: latviešu olimpieši no 1912. līdz 1960. gadam, 179.–180. lpp.
33 Ibid., 181.–182. lpp.
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had to prove themselves better than individuals from the other Soviet republics in 
order to take part in the Olympic Games, in World, European and other official inter-
national competitions as members of the Soviet national team. Athletes who had emi-
grated during the war years had no opportunity to take part in international sporting 
events. A similar fate befell athletes not only from countries incorporated by the USSR, 
but also émigrés from socialist countries like Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, 
 Romania, and Yugoslavia since all athletes who had emigrated were considered to be 
traitors. 

The issue of how to deal with athletes who had left their countries of origin who 
sought to take part in the Olympic Games was to have been discussed at an IOC meet-
ing in Oslo, but it was put off and no longer raised at the IOC Congress in Helsinki34. 
Individuals who had formerly organised sport in Latvia accepted the unpalatable na-
ture of their situation but nevertheless wished to impart their love of sport to young 
people living abroad, as well as to raise their national awareness. They therefore held 
the First Latvian Sports Congress in England in the spring of 1950, and that September 
they created the Latvian Sports Council in Exile. At the 22nd Congress held in 1992 in 
Chicago, this Council was renamed and the numbering restarted for future Congresses. 
The first Congress of the Latvian Sports Council outside Latvia took place in Chicago 
22 May 199435. Latvian basketball players who found themselves in the British, US and 
French zones of occupation of Germany formed teams. In May 1950, they overcame 
three German teams in a competition held in Frankfurt with the champions title going 
to B. C. Degerloch, a team entirely consisting of Latvian basketball players. Newspapers 
of the times wrote that this was the most significant Latvian sports achievement in 
Germany36.

Victory by the Soviet team in the ranking of team results was an obligatory precon-
dition for all competitions, even in cases where no official ranking was issued. This was 
why the USSR did not participate in the 1952 Winter Olympic Games held in Oslo, in-
asmuch as it would not be possible to be ranked first (unofficially) in winter sports. Four 
Latvian athletes were part of the Soviet team that took part in the 1952 Summer Games 
held in Helsinki. In fact, Arvīds Meņģis, who was champion of the USSR and who had 
successfully competed in the run-up to the Games, was to have been part of the team, 
but he was denied permission by the Soviet security services to travel abroad since he 
had served in the German army. Yet again political considerations were stronger than 
sporting considerations. Pēteris Zeltiņš, a race-walker, Edmunds Pīlāgs, a 400 m runner, 
Oto Grigalka, a shot put and discus specialist who had temporarily moved to Moscow, 
and Maigonis Valdmanis, a basketball player, went to the Games in Helsinki. The 
Latvian track and field athletes did not win any medals. M. Valdmanis, then 18 years 
old, won a silver medal, but this was confiscated by Moscow officials on the grounds 
that Valdmanis had been on court in one game only. However, we have counted his 

34 Čika, V., Šmits, A. Zelts, sudrabs, bronza: latviešu olimpieši no 1912. līdz 1960. gadam, 189.–190. lpp.
35 Trimdas latviešu sporta vēsture 1945–1995. [B. i. v.]: Latviešu sporta padome ārzemēs, 2001, 79.–82., 92. lpp.
36 Ibid., 693. lpp.
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Fig. 3. Return to Riga from participation in the Games of the 
XVI Olympic Games in Melbourne, 1956. From left to right, 
winners of the silver medal for basketball: Valdis Muižnieks, 
Jānis Krūmiņš and Maigonis Valdmanis; in the front 
Inese Jaunzeme, Olympic Champion for the women’s javelin. 
Photograph by Zigurds Mežavilks. Collection of the Latvian 
Sports Museum

 silver medal towards our total of Olympic 
medals won by athletes from Latvia37. 

Five athletes from Latvia took part in 
the 1956 Summer Olympic Games in 
Melbourne (Australia): three basketball 
players, one track and field athlete, and 
one weightlifter. All five won medals as 
members of the Soviet National Team: 
the basketball players Jānis Krūmiņš, 
Valdis Muižnieks, Maigonis Valdmanis 
were awarded silver medals, weight-lifter 
Vasilijs Stepanovs, the 1955 European 
and World Champion also took a silver 
medal, while Inese Jaunzeme in the wo-
men’s javelin competition won the first 
gold medal by any athlete from Latvia: 
her throw of 53.86 m, was 3.48 m further 
than that of the silver medallist, Marlene 
Ahrens from Chile. The Chilean athlete 
was coached by Edgars Laipenieks, a Lat-
vian émigré living in Chile38. 

No athletes from Latvia took part in the 1956 Winter Olympic Games held in Cor-
tina d’Ampezzo (Italy). The first Olympic gold medal won by Inese Jaunzeme proved to 
be an important catalyst for sports development in the territory of Latvia. Proficiency 
in women’s basketball developed in parallel with that for men’s basketball and the first 
woman to become a member of the Soviet National Women’s Basketball Team was 
 Dzidra Karamiševa (Uztupe) who in 1952 played in the European Women’s Basketball 
Championship held in Moscow, at which time she won her first European champion 
title. Her skill was enduring and Dz. Karamiševa retained a place in the Soviet National 
team until 1962. Dz. Karamiševa won the European champion title four times. Prior to 
the 1956 Olympiad, the only men’s basketball achievement at international level was 
the first place taken in 1953 by Gunārs Siliņš in the European Championship held in 
Moscow, as a member of the Soviet National Men’s Basketball team. Significant ad-
vances were evident in women’s volleyball in Latvia and Minjona Sakse (Hehta) was 
the first athlete to become a member of the  Soviet national team, and as such in 1952 
she played in the World Volleyball Championship to become World Champion. 
 Women’s volleyball continued to develop rapidly, and  three athletes from Latvia were 
members of the Soviet national team in subsequent years. In 1956, Valentīna Varkēviča 
won the title of World Champion; she later repeated this success together with 

37 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988). Latvijas olimpiskā vēsture: no Stokholmas līdz 
Soltleiksitijai= The Olympic History of Latvia: from Stockholm to Salt Lake City, 105. lpp.; Gubins, G. Hollow 
Glory. Baltic athletes in Soviet Olympic teams 1952–1976. Stocholm, Latvian National Foundation, 1979, 
pp. 7–8.

38 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988), 107.–109. lpp.
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Fig. 4. A match between the Soviet and USA national 
women’s basketball teams in Leningrad, 1959. 
Skaidrīte Smildziņa (Budovska) attacking (with the ball). 
Photograph by Zigurds Mežavilks. Collection of the Latvian 
Sports Museum

Skaidrīte Plismane and joined the Soviet 
National Team in 1960. Three volleyball 
players from Latvia, Valentīna Varkēviča, 
Minjona Sakse (Hehta) and Anna Vil-
ciņa, took part in the 1958 European 
Championship held in Prague, where 
they took the first place and the title of 
European champions. Individual athletes 
from Latvia did not take part in Euro-
pean and World Championships as they 
failed to qualify for selection as members 
of Soviet teams. 

Basketball players from Latvia were 
frequently selected for the Soviet national 
team. Valdis Muižnieks and Maigonis 
Valdmanis won the title of European 
basket ball champions in 1957, 1959 and 
1961, and as a member of the Soviet na-
tional team Jānis Krūmiņš won the title 
of European champion three times, in 1959, 1961, and 1963. Participation by basketball 
players from Latvia in the Soviet national team flowed from the fact that the basketball 
team Riga ASK was one of the strongest teams in the Soviet Union at this time, winning 
the right to take part in European Cup competitions. Riga ASK first won the European 
Cup in 1958 and repeated this triumph in 1959, 1960, and 1961. Women’s basketball in 
Latvia also grew stronger and 16-year old Skaidrīte Smildziņa (Budovska) from the 
Riga TTT club (Tramvaju un Trolejbusu Trests) joined the Soviet National team and in 
1959 helped it to win the title of European Women’s Basketball Champions. 

TTT first gained the right in 1960 as the best women’s basketball team in the USSR 
to take part in competition for the European Cup, and in the final game it overcame 
Sofia Slavia. In presenting the Cup, William Jones, FIBA President, called Riga the 
European Capital of Basketball, as the European Cup was won by both a men’s and 
women’s team from Riga. Riga TTT repeated this win 18 times, the last time in 1982 
when this fact was entered into the Guinness Book of Records. In 1987, TTT won the 
Lilianna Ronchetti European Cup39. In 1960, the Soviet National Women’s Basketball 
Team selected Helēna Bitnere (Hehta) from Riga TTT and together with S. Smildziņa 
(Budovska) won the title of European champion in Sofia. Around 1960, success was 
also achieved in other sports disciplines. In 1960, three volleyball players from Latvia, 
Skaidrīte Plismane, Eduards Lībiņš, and Ivans Bugajenkovs won titles as World Cham-
pions at the World Volleyball Championship for men and women held in Rio de Janeiro 
(Brazil). A talented young fencer, Bruno Habarovs, made his debut in Latvia during the 
pre-Olympic Games period and at the age of 20 he  triumphed in the 1959 World Youth 

39 Keisels, G. (sast.) Latvijas basketbola vēsture, 46.  lpp.; Vilcāns, P. Sports gadu ritumā. Rīga: Liesma, 1975, 
52. lpp.
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Fencing Championship in Paris, as well as in the adult 
World Fencing Championship held in Buda pest that 
same year. In 1961, B. Habarovs again won the title of 
(adult) World Champion in Turin (Italy). 

At a time when athletes in Latvia were struggling to 
participate in the only international athletic events open 
to them by becoming members of the team represent-
ing the USSR, two Latvians, Jānis and Ilze Konrāds, who 
were to become the most successful Latvian swimmers 
of all time, were developing their skills in Australia, 
15 000 km from their homeland. During the pre-Olym-
pic period in 1960, 18-year-old Jānis Konrāds broke 
26  world swimming records for eight distances, while 
his 16-year-old sister, Ilze, bettered 12 world swimming 
records for six distances. 

Both Latvian youngsters had left Latvia together 
with their parents at the end of the war and as natura-
lised Australian citizens were invited to join the Aus-
tralian Olympic Team for the 1960 Olympic Games in 
Rome. Six athletes from Latvia competed in Rome: four 
basketball players, a fencer and a cyclist. The basketball 
players Valdis Muižnieks, Cēzars Ozers, and Maigonis 
Valdmanis earned a silver medal as members of the 
 Soviet basketball team. The 18-year-old fencer Bruno 
Habarovs won two bronze medals at these games, one 
individual and one team medal. 

Athletes from Latvia did not take part in the 1960 Winter Olympic Games held in 
Squaw Valley (USA)40. 

New sports talents came forward in Latvia during the post-Olympic period. One 
of these was the volleyball player Ivans Bugajenkovs. Selected in 1960 to join the Soviet 
national team, he won his first title as European volleyball champion in 1960, together 
with his colleague Eduards Lībiņš, also from Riga. I. Bugajenkovs won this title a se-
cond time in 1962, this time with a different teammate from Riga, Jānis Labuckis. The 
legendary javelin thrower Jānis Lūsis earned his first gold medal in a European Cham-
pionship held in 1962. The boxer Aloizs Tumiņš won the title of European champion 
competing in Belgrade in 1961 in the weight class of up to 63.5 kg. In 1963, at another 
European Championship in Moscow the gold medal was settled by the judges in favour 
of Poland’s Jerzy Kulej, while A. Tumiņš took second place. Juris Kalniņš and Oļģerts 
Jurgensons were selected, together with J. Krūmiņš, for the Soviet national team which 
won the 1962 European Basketball Championship. Silvija Ravdone (Krodere) and 
Skaidrīte Smildziņa (Budovska) won the title of European basketball champion in 
1964. Mihails Tāls defeated Mikhail Botvinnik in 1960 to earn the title of World Chess 

40 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988), 110.–112. lpp.

Fig. 5. Ilze and Jānis Konrāds, Australian 
swimmers of Latvian origin, Olympic medal 
winners at the XVII Olympiad (Rome, 
1960) — Jānis won a gold and bronze medal, 
Ilze a silver medal. Unknown photographer. 
Collection of the Latvian Sports Museum
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Fig. 6. Mihails Tāls in 1960, World Chess 
Champion, International Grand Master. 
Unknown photographer. Collection of the 
Latvian Sports Museum

Champion. Other world-class athletes in Latvia pre-
ceding the 1964 Olympics were the women’s rowing 
pair Maija Pumpure (Kaufmane) and Daina Mellen-
berga (Šveica). This duo won their first title in the 
1963 European Rowing Championship and scored re-
peat victories in both following years; D. Mellenberga 
(Šveica) earned her first title as European Rowing 
Champion in 1967, then paired with T. Gomolko from 
Leningrad. It is regrettable that the Olympic Games 
rowing programme did not include competition by 
women’s pairs41. 

The 1964 Olympic Games were held in Tokyo 
(Japan). The place of residence of 15 accredited mem-
bers of the Soviet team was given as Latvia, then the 
Latvian SSR. These games proved to be very successful 
for athletes from Latvia, who won a total of ten Olym-
pic medals. Jānis Lūsis could not have been satisfied 
with winning a bronze medal at the Toyo Games, as at 
that time he was European Champion for the javelin; 
winning a bronze medal at his first Olympic Games 
was, nevertheless, a noteworthy achievement. The bas-
ketball players Jānis Krūmiņš, Valdis Muižnieks, and 
Juris Kalniņš helped the Soviet men’s basketball team 
to win its traditional Olympic silver medal, losing only 
to the team from the USA. Alexander Gomelsky, the coach of the Soviet team at this 
Olympiad also coached the Riga ASK team. Astra Biltauere, a volleyball player from 
Latvia, won a silver medal for women’s volleyball at this Olympiad, her team losing 
only to the Japanese team. Ivans Bugajenkovs and Staņislavs Lugailo, both from Riga, 
won gold medals. Pavel Senichev, who represented Latvia at these games, won a silver 
medal for marksmanship at the 1964 Tokyo games, subsequently moving to live in 
Moscow, and henceforward he represented Russia.  Cyclist Imants Bodnieks was the 
first athlete to return home to Latvia with a silver medal for cycling. I. Bodnieks com-
peted at the Tokyo Games in the tandem bicycle event, riding with Viktor Logunov 
from Moscow. The 1963 European Judo Champion Ārons Bogoļubovs placed third at 
the 1964 Tokyo Olympic Games, and brought back a bronze medal to Latvia. The 
fencer Bruno Habarovs was unable to reproduce his results from the first Olympic 
Games — third place individually — and exited the completion in the second round.42 
The scintillating performance at the 1964 Olympic Games by athletes from Latvia 
stimulated increased popular interest in sport. A distinctive feature of this process was 
that intellectual sports developed in parallel with advances in so-called physical sports. 

41 Kehris, Ē., Ķīse, A., Forands, I., Vītola, A. Latvijas sporta vēsture. Rīga: Latvijas Izglītības fonds, 1994, 
111. lpp.

42 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988), 116.–120. lpp.
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Chess masters had appeared in Latvia in the late 1920s and early 1930s, among whom 
Hermanis Matisons was regarded as a chess genius. In 1960, the chess prowess of 
 Mihails Tāls was acknowledged by his being nicknamed the Wizard from Riga. M. Tāls 
is regarded as a unique chess talent and is compared with such chess geniuses as Paul 
Morphy and José Raúl Capablanca. 

Interest in the game of draughts developed in parallel with that for chess in Latvia. 
Initially the best player to emerge was Andris Andreiko, who became an international 
grandmaster in draughts in 1966. He won the title of World Champion in 1968, 1969, 
and 1972. He became European Champion in 197443. 

Javelin thrower Jānis Lūsis won the European Cup in 1965 and 1967 during the 
run-up to the next Olympic Games; he also won the European Championship in 1966 
and set a new world record for the men’s javelin with a throw of 91.98  m just four 
months before the Olympic Games in Mexico City. This result ensured that he would 
be selected to participate in the Olympic Games and also aroused hopes of his becom-
ing an Olympic champion. Not every qualified athlete from Latvia was afforded the 
opportunity to compete internationally. Thus, only two players were invited from the 
Riga TTT club to take part in the 1966 and 1968 European Women’s Basketball Cham-
pionships: Skaidrīte Smildziņa (Budovska) and Silvija Ravdone (Krodere), in 1966, and 
Skaidrīte Smildziņa (Budovska) and Uļjana Semjonova in 1968. The title of European 
Champions was won in both years. Only Skaidrīte Smildziņa (Budovska) and Silvija 
Ravdone (Krodere) were invited to take part in the 1967 World Basketball Champion-
ship, and won the title of World Champions. In 1965, the only player from the Riga 
VEF (men’s) basketball club to be invited to play in the European Basketball Cham-
pionship was Visvaldis Eglītis who won the title of European Champion as a member 
of the Soviet team. In 1967, one year before the Olympic Games in Mexico City, cyclist 
Dzintars Lācis won the title of World Champion for team pursuit over the distance of 
4 km, and in 1968 female cyclist Baiba Caune won the analogous title as a team mem-
ber. Calisthenics gained popularity in Latvia, and in 1967 gymnast Ludmila Kačkalda 
from Latvia won international recognition, the title of World Champion, as a team 
member, and repeated this feat in 1973. During the 1960s, there was a rebirth of inter-
est in speed skating, which formerly had been popular In Latvia. Two women’s speed 
skaters from Latvia, Lāsma Avotiņa (Kauniste) and Ārija Gulīte (Marksa) were invited 
to join the Soviet national team to compete internationally. L. Avotiņa (Kauniste) 
achieved the better results and won the silver medal for speed skating at the 1967 
World Championship held in Denver (USA) and she had realistic hopes to compete in 
the 1968 Winter Olympic Games. 

Lāsma Avotiņa (Kauniste) was the only athlete from Latvia to take part in the 1968 
Winter Olympic Games held in Grenoble (France) as a member of the Soviet team. 
The likelihood that L. Avotiņa might win a medal was reduced by the fact that the 
 Olympic speed skating programme did not include assessment of cumulative perfor-
mance. L. Avotiņa was able to produce uniformly good results in races at all distances, 
a trait not found in many other speed skating competitors. L. Avotiņa did not display 

43 Kehris, Ē., Ķīse, A., Forands, I., Vītola, A. Latvijas sporta vēsture, 112.–113. lpp.
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Fig. 7. Gold medal winning throw of the 
javelin by Jānis Lūsis in 1968 at the Games of 
the XIX Olympiad. Unknown photographer. 
Collection of the Latvian Sports Museum

her best performance in any Olympic race and her top 
place was fifth in the 1500 m distance, failing by less 
than a second to take third place. Lāsma Avotiņa 
(Kauniste) convincingly demonstrated her speed skat-
ing skills a year later when she competed in the 1969 
World Speed Skating Cham pionship, also held at Gre-
noble, at which time she took the gold medal in the 
cumulative standings and two bronze medals for the 
1500 m and 3000 m distances. This performance still 
stands today as the best result by any speed skater from 
Latvia, taken together with the first-place finish by Al-
fons Bērziņš in the 10 000 m race at the 1939 World 
Championship in Helsinki and his unofficial best result 
summed over four races at the 1940 World Champion-
ship held in Oslo. Many years passed after the results 
posted by L. Avotiņa before another high-class speed 
skating athlete appeared in Latvia. A number of objec-
tive factors explain why: even today there is no speed 
skating track in Latvia with artificial ice, therefore 
training possibilities are determined by weather condi-
tions. 

The principal sporting event of 1968 — the Olym-
pic Games — took place in Mexico City (Mexico). A 
distinguishing feature of these games was the number 
of track and field records that were set at these games 
which may have been due to the high altitude, 2240 m above sea level, at which these 
games took place. According to official records of the 1968 Mexico Olympic Games, 
the Soviet team included 11 athletes from Latvia. A number of exhibition tennis tour-
naments were held outside the Olympic programme with the aim of including tennis 
in the programme of future Olympiads. Zaiga Jansone, a female tennis player from 
Latvia, played in these exhibition tournaments. Latvian sports fans had great expecta-
tions of Jānis Lūsis in the javelin competition. J. Lūsis admitted later that he was not in 
top form in Mexico and, only his final throw went beyond 90 m, i.e. 90.10 m which 
was enough to give him the gold medal. Just before these Olympic Games J. Lūsis had 
set the world record for the javelin at 91.98 m. The intense efforts made to gain partici-
pation in these Olympic Games, in this case, could lead to failure in winning the gold 
medal. In the event every thing went well and thus the second Olympic gold medal in 
the javelin was brought to Latvia (the first in 1956 by I. Jaunzeme). 

As expected, Ivans Bugajenkovs from the Rīgas Radiotehniķis club won the gold 
medal in men’s volleyball playing in the Soviet team. Tatjana Veinberga from Latvia 
was a member of the Soviet women’s volleyball team and won the gold medal in the 
deciding match against Japan. This was the third gold medal to travel to Latvia after 
these games. A fourth gold medal, unfortunately an unofficial one, was won by 
Zaiga  Jansone in the mixed doubles exhibition tennis tournament with her partner 
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Vladimir Korotkov from Moscow. This medal was ceremoniously presented by Avery 
Brundage, President of the International Olympic Committee.44

Latvian athletes did not achieve many international triumphs between 1968 and 
1972. Jānis Doniņš, a talented young athlete from Latvia, trained by Valentīns Maz-
zālītis, won a silver medal for the javelin in the 1971 World Championship. The inter-
nationally recognised journal, Track & Field News, ranked J. Doniņš as number two in 
the world in 197145. J. Doniņš was a strong contender for participation in the 1972 
Olympic Games in Munich (Germany), but a serious foot injury suffered in 1972 
ended his career in sport. Genādijs Ivančenko from Latvia competed individually as a 
weight-lifter in the medium weight class, and produced his best results in the 1970 and 
1971 European Championships, twice earning the title of European Champion. Uļjana 
Semjonova playing as a member of the Soviet national team earned the titles of World 
Champion in 1971, and European Champion in 1972. In 1969, Zaiga Jansone (Iva-
nova) won the title of European Champion for tennis (women’s) doubles with her part-
ner Olga Morozova. She repeated this feat  in the three following years. Her best result 
in singles matches came in 1971 when she reached the quarter finals at Wimbledon.

No athletes from Latvia were selected for the Soviet team which took part in the 
1972 Winter Olympic Games in Sapporo (Japan). Four athletes from Latvia were ac-
credited to participate as members of the Soviet team in the 1972 Summer Olympic 
Games in Munich (Germany). Jānis Lūsis lost out to Klaus Wolfermann by 2 cm, i.e. 
with best throws of 90.46 m and 90.48 m, respectively, to take a silver medal; this loss 
was a keen disappointment for his supporters. Jānis Lūsis became the first athlete from 
Latvia to have won all three Olympic medals, namely, bronze (1964), gold (1968), and 
silver (1972). J. Lūsis might well have been more pleased to have become the first ath-
lete to have taken the gold medal for the javelin in two successive Olympiads, a feat 
that had not been achieved. 

The runner Juris Silovs was the second track and field athlete to travel to Munich, 
as a reserve competitor. He was called upon to replace a fellow competitor in the relay. 
J. Silovs ran well and in the finals as the third runner successfully handed off to Valeriy 
Borzov, who finished second behind the runner from the USA; Juris Silovs thereby 
earned a silver medal. Georgi Kulikov, a swimmer and the third athlete from Latvia at 
these games, swam in six races. His best result was third place in the 4 × 200 m men’s 
relay race where he competed as a member of the Soviet team. Biruta Hercova-Herc-
berga (Ķemere), from Latvia the Soviet canoe slalom champion also participated in 
these games as the forth athlete from Latvia. She proved not to be a match for most 
competitors who were professionals and placed 19th out of 22 competitors in races held 
at a purpose-built water course in Augsburg46. 

Sports enthusiasts in Latvia turned their attention to luge during the late 1960s 
and the beginning of the 1970s. Valdis Tiliks, who laid out the first luge race track near 

44 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988), 121.–126. lpp.
45 World Rankings – Men’s Javelin (PDF). Track & Field News. 19 April 2014. http://www.trackandfieldnews.

com/images/stories/Rankings/21-mjtrank.pdf (site last visited 14.07.2016).
46 Grundmane Dz., Keisels G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988), 126.–128. lpp.
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Fig. 8. A scene from the match USSR — 
Czechoslovakia at the XXI Olympic Games 
in Montreal in 1976. No 10 in the dark 
colours — Uļjana Semjonova. Photograph 
by Zigurds Mežavilks. Collection of the 
Latvian Sports Museum

Cēsis initiated this development. He discovered and 
trained the first luge racers in Latvia, including Rolands 
Upatnieks and Valdis Ķuzis, who in turn laid the founda-
tions for interest in bobsledding in Latvia, and, in fact, 
throughout the USSR as a whole. As coaches of both the 
Soviet national luge and bobsleigh teams, V. Tiliks and 
R. Upatnieks were able to have an artificial ice track for 
luge and bobsleigh competitions built in Latvia, at Sig-
ulda. In competitions before the forthcoming 1976 Win-
ter Games at Innsbruck Vera Zozuļa won the title of 
 European Luge Champion at the bobsleigh and luge 
track in Hammarstrand (Sweden), and the duo of Dainis 
Bremze and Aigars Kriķis won the bronze medal for the 
men’s luge doubles. 

Five luge racers from Latvia took part in the 1976 
Winter Games at Innsbruck, none of whom won a medal 
at these, their first Olympic Games. The Soviet Union 
first participated in Olympic luge competitions at the 
1976 games; Latvian athletes and coaches were the first 
in Eastern Europe to develop an interest in this sport, in-
cluding in Russia. Rolands Upatnieks re-trained himself 
after this Olympiad to coach bobsledders, and his col-
league and team member of the luge team, Valdis Ķuzis 
turned into a bobsleigh engineer. Both men may be con-
sidered as those who introduced bobsleigh racing to the 
Soviet Union.47 

Basketball players from Latvia who took part at the XXI Olympic Games in Mon-
treal (Canada) achieved the expected results in women’s basketball. Two players from 
the Riga TTT team, Uļjana Semjonova and Tamāra Dauniene (Kaļagina), were mem-
bers of the Soviet national team that took the gold medal, after winning all their games. 
Women’s basketball was in the Olympic Games programme for the first time at the 
Montreal Games in 1976. 

Pāvels Seļivanovs from Riga, playing as a member of the Soviet national team, at-
tained a good result, a silver medal in volleyball. Aivars Lazdenieks from Latvia was a 
member of the Soviet four-man sculls team which took a silver medal, behind the team 
from the GDR. Three track and field athletes from Latvia took part in the Montreal 
games. Inta Kļimoviča ran the first leg of the women’s 4 × 400 m relay race and was 
second handing off to her team member, but ultimately her team had to settle for a 
bronze medal behind two teams from the USA. A bronze medal was won in the men’s 
4 × 100 m relay race with Juris Silovs from Latvia one of the runners. Jānis Lūsis, the 
third track and field athlete from Latvia participating at these games was far from his 
best form and took eighth place in the javelin competition. J. Lūsis decided after these 

47 Grundmane Dz., Keisels G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988), 129.–130. lpp.
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games to finish his active sports career and in future 
worked as a coach. In addition to his Olympic medals, 
J. Lūsis won numerous titles as Champion, four times 
European, 12 times USSR, and once as that of Latvia. 
He twice set a new world record for the javelin and in 
1987 the IAAF (International Association of Athletics 
Federations) accorded him the title of best all-time 
javelin thrower in the world. J. Lūsis married Elvīra 
Ozoliņa (women’s javelin Olympic champion in 1960). 
Their son Voldemārs has also competed in javelin 
throwing and participated in two Olympic Games. 

One renowned athlete from Latvia, J. Lūsis, ended 
his career after these games, another, the marksman 
Afanasijs Kuzmins, only began his Olympic career fin-
ishing in a respectable fourth place for rapid fire with a 
pistol at his debut. At the time, no one had any inkling 
that A. Kuzmins would compete in nine Olympics, 
winning both gold and silver medals, also that he 
would triumph in 11 World Championships and in 
10  European Championships. A Latvian four-man 
team intending to compete as a coxed four underwent 
a strenuous selection process with a specially formed 
four-man team from Russia to gain the right to com-
pete at the 1980 Olympiad. Luge racers readied them-
selves to take part at the 1980 Winter Olympic Games. 

Dainis Bremze and Aigars Kriķis won the men’s luge doubles bronze medal in 1976, 
and, in 1978, the gold medal at the World Championship. V. Zozuļa won a gold medal 
at this World Championship, having that same year finished third in the European 
Championship48. 

Proven mastery of their sport allowed five athletes from Latvia to take part in the 
1980 Winter Olympic Games held at Lake Placid, namely, the women’s competitors 
Vera Zozuļa, Ingrīda Amantova, Astra Rībena (Vītola), as well as Dainis Bremze and 
Aigars Kriķis. The hockey player Helmūts Balderis was the sixth athlete from Latvia 
taking part in the games at Lake Placid. Latvian sporting history was made at these 
games in that the first gold medal in the Winter Games was won by Vera Zozuļa who 
saw off a vigorous challenge from Mellita Sollmann (Germany). 

Unexpectedly, Ingrīda Amantova won the bronze medal, finishing ahead of Elisa-
beth Demleitner of Germany. Experts had predicted a gold medal for the Soviet ice 
hockey team at the 1980 Lake Placid Games. The USA national hockey team made up 
of students defeated (4:3) the powerful Soviet hockey team. H. Balderis thus aug-

48 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Zem svešiem karogiem (1945–1991). Latvijas olimpiskā vēsture: no Stokholmas 
līdz Soltleiksitijai= The Olympic History of Latvia: from Stockholm to Salt Lake City, 97.–101. lpp.

Fig. 9. Vera Zozuļa at Lake Placid in 1980, 
the first Olympic Champion from Latvia to 
win a gold medal in winter sports. Unknown 
photographer. Collection of the Latvian 
Sports Museum
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mented his medal collection with an Olympic silver medal instead of the expected gold 
medal. Over his career of competing in World and European Ice Hockey Champion-
ships, H. Balderis won ten medals: three gold medals in both World and European 
Championships, one silver medal in a World Championship, as well as one bronze 
medal in a World Championship, and two bronze medals in European Championships. 
H. Balderis was the first Latvian hockey player to join an NHL team. Judging by the 
number of medals they earned at these games the performance by athletes from Latvia 
at the 1980 Winter Olympiad must be rated as highly successful. 

The 1980 Summer Olympic Games were held in Moscow and once again politics 
intruded on sport. The United States, Japan, Canada, the FRG, and Kenya boycotted 
these games following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and many athletes from 
Western European countries participated under the Olympic flag rather than that of 
their country. Thirteen athletes from Latvia took part in the Moscow Olympiad. Dainis 
Kūla’s prospects for a medal were rated as uncertain by J. Lūsis, then the senior coach 
of the USSR javelin team. Nevertheless, D. Kūla, who was trained by M. Grīva from 
Ventspils, turned in a better performance than Aleksandr Makarov (Moscow) with a 
throw that was longer by 1.5 m, to win his first and only Olympic gold medal. The rep-
utations of the women’s basketball team and the men’s volleyball team were generally 
recognised, thus gold medals won by Uljana Semjonova, and Pāvels Seļivanovs as 
members of the respective USSR national teams came as no surprise. Aleksandrs 
Muzičenko, a yachtsman from Latvia, was partnered by the experienced sailor Valen-
tin Mankin from Russia, and the pair was deservedly victorious in the Star sailing 
competition after an arduous contest. A coxed four rowing team entirely made up of 
athletes from Latvia competed for the first time in the 1980 Olympic Games; the team 
consisted of oarsmen Artūrs Garonskis, Dimants Krišjānis, Dzintars Krišjānis, and 
Žoržs Tikmers, and the cox, Juris Bērziņš. Another sporting first was achieved in the 
Moscow Olympiad, namely, an athlete from Latvia won three medals in a single Olym-
piad for the first time in the history of Latvian participation in the Olympics. Arsens 
Miskarovs from Latvia accomplished this feat by taking silver medals in the 100 m 
men’s breast stroke and the 4 × 100 m medley relay, and a bronze medal in the 200 m 
breast stroke events. Aleksandrs Jackēvičs, a judoka from Latvia and European Cham-
pion in 1978 and 1980, entertained hopes for a gold medal, but a loss to Jürg Röthlis-
berger (Switzerland) allowed him to win the bronze medal only. Afanasijs Kuzmins, a 
marksman from Latvia competing in the rapid-fire pistol event, posted the same result 
as in the previous Olympic Games, i.e. 595 points, but on this occasion this gave him 
only sixth place49. 

The performance and results obtained by athletes from Latvia at the Moscow 
Olym piad may be rated as excellent. Thirteen athletes competed in nine sports and 
won four gold, seven silver and two bronze medals. The best athletes from Latvia con-
tinued to compete internationally after these Olympic Games. Arsens Miskarovs, the 
best swimmer from Latvia, won two silver medals at the 1981 European Champion-
ships. Shrugging off his disappointing Olympic performance, Afanasijs Kuzmins won 

49 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988), 135.–139. lpp.
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the bronze medal in the rapid-fire pistol event at the 1981 European Championships. 
New sporting talents appeared in Latvia alongside familiar ones. Marianna Feodorova 
(Krišuka), a young basketball player with the Riga TTT club, was selected along with 
Uljana Semjonova for the USSR team and in 1981 won the title of European Cham-
pion in women’s basketball. Aleksandrs Beļevičs, a young volleyball player from Latvia, 
was selected for the USSR National team together with the experienced P. Seļivanovs 
and in 1983 they won gold medals in the European Championship for men’s volleyball. 
New rowing talent continued to appear in Latvia and they were appreciated by the se-
lectors of USSR teams. Margarita Kokarēviča joins the double sculls teams, and Sarmīte 
Stone was in the women’s eight. Both athletes from Latvia won a gold medal for their 
respective events at the 1982 World Championship. In 1983, Sarmīte Stone repeated 
this feat and gained the tile of World Champion for the second time. U. Semjonova 
was the only player from Latvia invited to participate in the 1983 World Champion-
ship competition in women’s basketball where she won the title of World Champion 
for the third time. Valdis Valters was selected in 1979 to join the USSR men’s basketball 
team, but he was not included in the title that took part in the Moscow Olympic 
Games. After the 1980 Olympiad, V. Valters was repeatedly selected to join the USSR 
men’s basketball team until 1987. He won gold and silver medals in European compe-
titions (1981, 1985). V. Valters was recognised as the most valuable player of the 1981 
European Championship for basketball and was included in the all-star team of this 
tournament. Dainis Kūla, the Olympic Champion for the javelin, won the bronze 
medal at the 1983 World Track and Field Championship. Jānis Bojārs a shot-putter 
from Latvia, won the silver medal at the 1982 World Championship, and in 1986 Māris 
Bružiks became World Champion for the triple jump. Dainis Liepiņš, a cyclist from 
Latvia, placed a welcome second at the 1981 World Championship in the 4 km pursuit 
event, and in 1983 he won a bronze medal. Edgars Terjohins, the 1979 European 
Champion, won a bronze medal in the Windglider class at the World Yachting Cham-
pionship in 1982. Ivans Klementjevs won the first gold medal for singles canoe over 
1000 m at the 1985 World Championship. Jurijs Vauļins, a boxer from Latvia, won a 
gold medal at the 1987 European Boxing Championship. 

Emphasis in winter sports passed from luge to bobsledding. The bronze medal 
won by V. Zozuļa in the 1981 World Championship was the only success in skeleton 
racing after the 1980 Winter Olympic Games. Jānis Ķipurs and Aivars Šnepsts, begin-
ners in bobsleigh competition from Latvia, scored their first victory in 1983 in the 
Veltins Cup competition for bobsledding, and won the gold medal for doubles in the 
1984 European Championship. Zintis Ekmanis paired with V. Aleksandrov (Krasno-
yarsk) won the gold medal in the 1985 European Championship50. 

There were seven bobsledders and four luge racers from Latvia in the Soviet team 
competing at the XIV Winter Olympic Games held in Sarajevo (Yugoslavia). Z. Ekma-
nis, making his debut at the Winter Olympics paired with V. Aleksandrov, won a 
bronze medal, and the pair J. Ķipurs and A. Šnepsts finished in fourth place. Athletes 
from Latvia demonstrated by their performance at the Sarajevo Olympic Games that 

50 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Zem svešiem karogiem (1945–1991), 98.–101. lpp.
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they were not only good luge racers but also good bobsledders. The high-quality sleds, 
made in Latvia, contributed substantially to the winning performance by bobsledders 
from Latvia; the appearance of these novel sleds surprised bobsleigh experts world-
wide51. 

The Summer Games of the XXIII Olympiad were held in 1984 in Los Angeles. Re-
grettably, politics again intruded on sport and the Olympic Committee of the USSR 
announced that Soviet athletes would not participate in these games. Their appeal for a 
boycott was taken up by most Socialist countries, e.g. Bulgaria, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, 
the GDR, and Hungary. Yugoslavia and Romania were the only Socialist countries to 
take part in these games. This was an intense disappointment for many athletes who 
had trained hard for this Olympiad over the preceding four years. 

The XV Winter Olympic Games of 1988 were held in the Canadian city of Calgary. 
For Latvia, these Games were special in that the prospect of imminent freedom was 
sensed by athletes from Latvia. The bobsledders from Latvia were greeted by members 
of the Latvian community in Canada with a display of flags of the independent Repub-
lic of Latvia; history records that two years were to elapse before independence was re-
gained. The Soviet team included ten bobsledders from Latvia but not a single luge 
racer from Latvia. Vitālijs Samoilovs, goal tender of the USSR National hockey team, 
hailed from Latvia. 

The outcome of the Calgary Games proved that there were world-class bobsled-
ders in Latvia. The duo of Jānis Ķipurs from Latvia and Vladimir Kozlov (Russia) won 
a gold medal in the two-man bobsleigh event. In this same event Zintis Ekmanis to-
gether with Aivars Trops finished in ninth place. Both the latter had hoped for a better 
result, given that they had won the European Championship in 1985 and had placed 
third in the World Championship. The four-man bobsleigh team piloted by J. Ķipurs, 
with pushers J. Tone, G. Osis, and V. Kozlov finished in third place, while the second 
4-man team, pilot, M. Poikāns, with pushers O. Kļaviņš, J. Jaudzems, and I. Bērzups, 
took fourth place. Both teams rode bobsleighs manufactured in Riga52. 

Six athletes from Latvia took part in the 1988 Olympic Games in Seoul (South 
Korea). The marksman Afanasijs Kuzmins, age 41, competed for the sixth time at these 
Olympic Games, and was ready to repeat his winning performance at the 1984 Olym-
pic Games; indeed, he was successful at the Seoul Olympic Games, setting a new world 
record for rapid fire with a pistol. Ivans Klementjevs was equally convincing in finish-
ing first in the finals of the 1000 m canoe event, after having finished first in all of the 
heats. Natālija Laščonova, a gymnast from Latvia, was the youngest competitor, having 
turned 15 shortly before these games. Her performance in all of the events within the 
discipline allowed her to finish in 5th place and to thereby contribute to the USSR gym-
nastics team’s gold medal. The USSR men’s volleyball team, with Raimonds Vilde from 
Latvia one of its members, took the silver medal after losing to the USA, the gold med-
allists. The 1988 Seoul Olympic Games were significant for Latvia in that for the first 
time a rider from Latvia competed in equestrian events. Sergejs Šakurovs, riding the 

51 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988), 139.–141. lpp.
52 Ibid., 143.–145. lpp.
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horse Fināls, bred in Latvia, did not, however, reach the finals and the USSR team did 
not fare well, finishing in 15th place overall. Igors Miglinieks, who had graduated from 
the basketball school of Latvia, played in the Seoul Olympic Games as a member of the 
USSR basketball team. I. Miglinieks, who shortly before these games had begun play-
ing with the Moscow CSKA basketball team, became the first Latvian basketball player 
to win an Olympic gold medal.53 The results achieved by athletes from Latvia at the 
Seoul Olympic Games, four Olympic gold medals, and one silver medal, testified to 
their world class skills. 

Sport in Latvia after the restoration of independence

The legal struggle to renew the National Olympic Committee of Latvia began in 
1988. This was a movement initiated by athletes and sports organisers in Latvia well in 
advance of national independence and it was led by the future President of the Olym-
pic Committee of Latvia Vilnis Baltiņš and two lawyers, Aldons Vrubļevskis and 
Tālavs Jundzis. This struggle having initiated also the political campaign for independ-
ence produced results. The International Olympic Committee renewed the status of 
the Olympic Committees of Latvia and of the other two Baltic States on 18 September 
1991 and invited them to participate at the XVI Winter Olympic Games in Albertville, 
and the XXV Summer Olympic Games in Barcelona54. 

Athletes and sport organisers in Latvia had only five months after receiving the in-
vitation to prepare for the Winter Games in Albertville (France); the 24-strong team 
was outfitted for the parade during the opening ceremony and was otherwise fully 
equipped to take part. This first participation by athletes from Latvia in the Olympic 
Games after the restoration of independence was not particularly rewarding in sport-
ing terms. Some sports fans in Latvia who had been used to each Olympic Games pro-
ducing many medals were disappointed with the performance of the national team, 
but given the short time to prepare and the impact of political processes of the time 
both at home and throughout Europe, the performance must still be rated as ac-
ceptable55. 

The first opportunity to take part in the Summer Olympic Games, the 1992 games 
in Barcelona, was also troubled by organisational issues. Following the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the IOC only allowed athletes from Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia to 
participate in the 1992 Olympic Games as representatives on their respective countries. 
Athletes from Russia participated in these games representing the CIS (Common-
wealth of Independent States) and under the Olympic flag. Athletes from any country 
that had formerly been within the jurisdiction of the USSR were allowed to take part 

53 Grundmane, Dz., Keisels, G. Latvieši bez Latvijas (1952–1988), 145.–147. lpp.
54 Caune, D. Atmoda. Atjaunošana. Atzīšana (1988–1992). Latvijas olimpiskā vēsture: no Stokholmas līdz 
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as members of the CIS team. Several athletes from the independent Baltic States chose 
to take part as members of the CIS team, including six athletes from Latvia: two bas-
ketball players, two volleyball players and two rowers. The team from Latvia comprised 
29 athletes. Raimonds Bergmanis was the flag-bearer of the parade in the opening cer-
emony. Afanasijs Kuzmins, taking part in his fourth Olympic Games, won a silver 
medal in the rapid fire with a pistol event. Ivans Klementjevs also won a silver medal at 
these games in the 1000 m canoeing event. The athlete himself rated this outcome as a 
failure since his gold medal win at the World Championships three years earlier had 
led him to expect a second Olympic gold medal. A third medal, a bronze, was secured 
for Latvia by the cyclist Dainis Ozols in the group road race event. The six athletes 
from Latvia who competed in team events as members of the CIS team failed to win 
any medals56. The net result of three medals, silver in the pistol event and canoeing, as 
well as a bronze in cycling, may be considered a good team result; however, individuals 
disappointed with their performances attained led to changes in how athletes prepared 
for participation in the Olympic Games. Upon returning from Barcelona, Žoržs Tik-
mers, Vice-President of the Latvian Olympic Committee, suggested that a support sy s-
tem be put in place in Latvia for athletes with Olympic potential. In practical terms 
this system provided for channelling efforts by the Latvian Olympic Committee, the 
Council of the Sport Federation of Latvia, the Latvian Academy of Sport Education 
and state bodies overseeing sports in Latvia into a single entity, the Latvian Olympic 
Support Unit (Latvijas olimpiskā vienība, i.e. LOV). The principal task of LOV is to en-
sure that leading athletes in Latvia are afforded adequate training facilities and possi-
bilities to compete internationally, as well as the requisite medical and technical 
 support. 

The International Olympic Committee substantially changed the way in which 
Olympic Games were to be held. Firstly, only those athletes who met a certain per-
formance threshold set by international sports federations could compete. Secondly, 
the winter and summer games would no longer be held in the same year, i.e. one set of 
games would be held every even-numbered year. Thus the next Winter Olympic 
Games following the 1992 games were held in 1994 in Lillehammer (Norway). The 
Latvian team to the Lillehammer Games comprised 27 athletes57. Their performance at 
the Lillehammer Games may be rated as satisfactory, with the prospect of future im-
provement. The Latvian Olympic Support Unit established in 1994 held out hope that 
winter sport would begin to develop in Latvia. Athletes from Latvia scored no memo-
rable successes in the period leading up to the 1996 Olympic Games, which were held 
in Atlanta (USA). Young talented athletes from Latvia had yet to reach a level where 
they could compete at the highest level, whereas experienced athletes did not prepare 
adequately for all competitive events, often apparently with a view to reaching peak 
condition just in time for the Olympiad. The Latvian team at the 1996 Atlanta Olympic 
Games consisted of 47 athletes who competed in 12 different sports. The only Olympic 
medal was won by the rower Ivans Klementjevs, who lost in the finals to Czech 

56 Caune, D., Keisels, G. Brīvi brīvajā pasaulē (1992–2002), 173.–177. lpp.
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 Martin Doktor to take the silver medal 
in the 1000 m canoe singles event. Thus 
I. Klementjevs added a silver medal to 
his gold medal (1988) and silver medal 
(1992).

The 16 track and field athletes were 
the largest group of athletes in the 
 Latvian team to the Atlanta Games. The 
race walker Aigars Fadejevs produced 
the best showing from this group, finish-
ing sixth in the 20  km walk, thereby 
adding to the past glory of Latvian race 
walkers58. Latvian athletes showed im-
proving results at the Atlanta Games, 
irre s pective of the fact that fewer med-
als, only one, were won at Atlanta in 
com parison with the previous games 
held in Barcelona. Evidence for this is 
that at the Atlanta Games two athletes 

from Latvia finished in the top six, five in the top ten, and a further three finished in 
eleventh place. Furthermore, the performance of Latvian athletes in the following 
World and European Championships substantiated this observation. For example, 
Viktors Ščerbatihs won bronze medals for weight lifting at the 1997 and the 1998 
World Championships and also the European Championships, and the cyclist Ainārs 
Ķiksis won a silver medal for men’s keirin at the 1998 World Cycling Championship. 
Raimonds Bergmanis won a silver medal in weight lifting at the European Champion-
ship 1997, and Vjačeslavs Duhanovs took a bronze medal for the modern pentathlon. 
Vsevolods Zeļonijs took third place in the 1997 World Championship in Judo. The 
race walker Aigars Fadejevs won a silver medal at the 1998 European Championship. 
Igors Samušonoks won a silver medal in free style wrestling at the 1999 European 
Cham pionship. 

The competitors from Latvia in the biathlon achieved noteworthy results in the 
run up to the 1998 Winter Games in Nagano. Jēkabs Nākums won the title of Cham-
pion at the 1998 European Championship in the 10 km sprint event, Ilmārs Bricis won 
a silver medal in the 12.5 km pursuit and a bronze medal for the 20 km individual 
event, and Oļegs Maļuhins took a bronze medal in the 12.5 km pursuit event. 

The 1998 XVIII Winter Olympic Games were held at Nagano (Japan). The team 
sent to Nagano from Latvia consisted of 31 athletes, out of whom 29 participated in six 
sports. The greatest expectations rested with the biathlon competitors. They lived up to 
expectations, demonstrating a competitive spirit and skills, but they fell just short of 
winning any medals. Ilmārs Bricis came closest to a medal position in the 20 km event, 
but three shooting faults meant finishing in fifth place. Jēkabs Nākums took the fifth 

58 Caune, D., Keisels, G. Brīvi brīvajā pasaulē (1992–2002), 182.–188. lpp.

Fig. 10. Ivans Klementjevs competing for a third Olympic 
medal — a silver medal, at the 1996 XXVI Olympic 
Games held in Atlanta. Unknown photographer. Source: 
I. Klementjevs
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place in the 10 km sprint, and Oļegs Maļuhins took sixth place. In the relay race every-
one was surprised by I. Bricis overtaking the German competitor and handing over 
first, but the following segments did not go as well with a final result of sixth place. 

The bobsledders from Latvia had several victories in World Cup competitions and 
were competitive in their field. Sandis Prūsis and Jānis Elsiņš were in the third place 
after the second run, however the end result was the fifth place in the two-man bob 
event. The team of Sandis Prūsis, Jānis Elsiņš, Egīls Bojārs, and Jānis Ozols finished in 
sixth place in the four-man bob event. Ten luge racers from Latvia had secured the 
right to compete in the Olympic Games, the maximum number from one country; 
however, they proved unable to produce excellent results59. The outcome of six athletes 
finishing within the top six was a good result in these Olympic Games. 

Before the 2000 Olympic Games, four athletes from Latvia achieved respectable 
results at World and European competitions. Romāns Vainšteins won a gold medal in 
the 2000 World Cycling Championship in the road race with a group start. This victory 
opened the way for a professional career and thus he did not take part in the 2000 
Olym pic Games. Jeļena Rubļevska won a bronze medal in the ladies modern pentath-
lon in the 2000 World Championship. Two other athletes from Latvia won bronze 
medals at the 2000 European Championship which took place before the Olympic 
Games. The weight lifter Viktors Ščerbatihs took the third place in the weight category 
of more than 105 kg in Europe, while gymnast Igors Vihrovs took the third place in 
European Championship in free style exercises.

The XXVII Olympic Games were held in Sydney (Australia) in September 2000. 
The Latvian team sent 45 athletes competing in 13 sports along with representatives 
from 199 countries. Among the athletes from Latvia, Igors Vihrovs enjoyed the great-
est success, winning the first Olympic gold medal after the restoration of Latvian in-
dependence. He astonished the judges with a complex finish in the free-style men’s 
gymnastics event, faultlessly executed to receive a mark of 9.812. The second best re-
sult by an athlete from Latvia was achieved by race-walker Aigars Fadejevs who 
finish ed second in the 50 km walk. This event took place in very hot weather with 
temperatures exceeding +32 oC (+90 F). Modris Liepiņš and Uģis Brūvelis were two 
other athletes from Latvia who competed in the same event as A. Fadejevs. The trio 
was able to keep up with the leading group of competitors all the way to the finish 
line. At the 40 km mark A. Fadejevs was fourth, but he was the second competitor to 
enter the stadium, almost one minute ahead of Mexican athlete Joel Sánchez. First 
place was taken by Robert Korzeniowski (Poland), A. Fadejevs was second, with 
M.  Liepiņš finishing ninth, and U. Brūvelis 35th. Sports historians remarked that 
A. Fadejevs repeated the result of J. Daliņš, who 68 years earlier had won the silver 
medal for the 50 km walk at the Los Angeles Games. The third best result at the 2000 
Games was the bronze medal won by the judoist Vsevolods Zeļonijs. He cleanly won 
the first two matches then faced Giuseppe Maddaloni in the third match, the eventual 
gold medallist at these games. V. Zeļonijs lost this match but the route to a silver 
medal was not open for him. Weightlifter Viktors Ščerbatihs set two Latvian national 
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records during these games but his per-
formance only gave him sixth place 
overall. Afanasijs Kuzmins, competing 
at his sixth Olympic Games, finished in 
eighth place for rapid fire with a pistol; 
he was close to the bronze medal posi-
tion but a single fault put paid to his 
hopes. However, his eighth place finish 
in Olympic competition at the age of 53 
must be rated positively60. The generally 
successful performance of the athletes at 
the 2000 Olym pics was due to work by 
the Lat vian Olympic Support Unit, en-
suring appropriate training facilities and 
conditions at competitions. The three 
Olym pic medals of different grades con-
stituted the first world-class sporting 
achieve ment after the restoration of Lat-
vian independence. These results de-
mon strated the positive features of sport 
in Latvia, as well as those needing fur-
ther development as well as errors. 

Sports fans were optimistic about 
chances for success in winter sports after the Latvian hockey team qualified for the 
2002 Olympic Games in Salt Lake City. The team from Latvia at these games consisted 
of 47 athletes competing in eight sports. Fan enthusiasm was raised by the presence in 
the Latvian hockey team of two of the best hockey players from Latvia, Sandis Ozoliņš 
and Artūrs Irbe. Both players had joined NHL teams in 1991, A. Irbe as a goal tender 
with the San Jose Sharks, and S. Ozoliņš as a defence player. In 1996, S. Ozoliņš played 
with the Colorado Avalanche team which won the Stanley Cup. In his career, S. 
Ozoliņš has played in seven All-star games, and in 1999 he was named to the NHL 
All-star team for the 1998–1999 season.61 Over the period 1991–2004, A. Irbe played 
with many different NHL clubs. In 1999, he played in the Stanley Cup finals with the 
Carolina Hurricanes. In 1992, he was awarded the title of best goal tender in the NHL, 
in the 1999 NHL All-stars game he became the first goal tender to earn an assist, and 
in 2009 he was inducted into the Hall of Fame of the International Ice Hockey Federa-
tion (IIHF)62. 

While S. Ozoliņš was only able to play in one game in the 2002 Olympiad in Salt 
Lake City due to his commitments in the NHL, he demonstrated his skills by helping 
Latvia to a 6:6 draw with the strong hockey team from Slovakia. However, Latvia failed 

60 Caune, D., Keisels, G. Brīvi brīvajā pasaulē (1992–2002), 192.–199. lpp.
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Fig. 11. Artūrs Irbe tending goal for the Latvian National   
Ice-hockey Team in 2002. Photograph by Z. Zālmanis. 
Collection of the Latvian Sports Museum
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to qualify for the Olympic quarter finals and finished in ninth place. Unfortunately, 
hopes for the other athletes were also disappointed. Athletes from Latvia finished three 
times in the top ten in bobsleigh and luge. The single competitor from Latvia in skele-
ton races, Tomass Dukurs, finished in 21st place in his first appearance at the Olympic 
Games63. 

The overall performance by athletes from Latvia in the largest world sports forum 
of 2002 must be assessed as satisfactory, as 30 out of the 47 athletes entered into com-
petition finished among the top ten. These games also uncovered shortcomings regard-
ing medical testing and planning aspects by the Latvian Olympic Support Unit, which 
did not assist the players with preventing illnesses, use of inappropriate food supple-
ments and acclimatisation issues. 

The gymnast I. Vihrovs placed third in free style competition at the 2001 World 
Championship, and Jevgēņijs Saproņenko won silver (for the second time) in the vault 
event. These results meant that both athletes automatically qualified for the next 
Olympic Games. Viktors Ščerbatihs had won in 2001 the first European Champion 
title for Latvia and the bronze medal at the World Weightlifting Championship held in 
Vancouver one year before the Athens Olympic Games.

Latvia was represented by 31 athletes competing in 11 different sports at the 2004 
Olympic Games held in Athens. Viktors Ščerbatihs the weightlifter won a silver medal 
after a strenuous duel with the eventual winner in the over 105 kg category. Jevgēņijs 
Saproņenko was the more successful of the two gymnasts from Latvia and won a silver 
medal. Athletes from Latvia acquitted themselves well in the modern pentathlon. 
Jeļena Rubļevska took the first place in fencing, and the fourth place in the cross-
country run; in addition, she performed well in the pistol shooting, swimming and 
show jumping segments. Overall, she finished in second place and took home a silver 
medal. Deniss Čerkovskis produced very good results in the fencing, and show jump-
ing segments to finish in overall fourth place. Vadims Vasiļevskis was the most suc-
cessful athlete out of the 15 representatives of Latvia in track and field events. His first 
throw of the javelin exceeded the threshold and he qualified for the finals. His first 
throw in the finals was the best at 84.95 m, and he finished second with a silver med-
al.64 The performance of the athletes from Latvia at the 2004 Athens Olympic Games 
must be rated as excellent, and unofficially Latvia placed 58th in the medal standings 
out of 201 competing countries. These results justified the work of the Latvian Olym-
pic Support Unit and the soundness of the new sports organisational structure. 

Latvian athletes achieved few world class results prior to the 2006 Olympic Games. 
This may be explained by a change in the generation of top athletes in Latvia. The Lat-
vian team at the 2006 XX Winter Olympic Games held at Turin (Italy) consisted of 58 
athletes who competed in eight different sports. The luge racer Mārtiņš Rubenis, com-
peting for the third time in the Olympic Games, showed the best results, finishing in 
third place and winning the Olympic bronze medal. The second best performance was 
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64 “Athens 2004”. International Olympic Committee. Accessible at: http://www.olympic.org/athens-2004-

summer-olympics (site last visited 14.07.2016).
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by Ilmārs Bricis who finished fourth in the 12.5 km men’s 
pursuit in the biathlon, during which he accumulated only 
one shooting fault. Out of the four competitors from Lat-
via in the women’s biathlon only Madara Līduma managed 
a creditable result, finishing tenth in the 15  km women’s 
individual event. 

The third best result in this Olympiad was by the bob-
sleigh duo of pilot Jānis Miņins and pusher Daumants 
Dreiškens. They finished in the sixth place in a field of 29 
competitors. In the four-man bobsleigh competition the 
team piloted by J. Miņins finished tenth. Anna Orlova, a 
luge racer, turned in a creditable performance in this 
Olym piad placing seventh in a field of 30 competitors. The 
brothers Andris and Juris Šics took the seventh place 
ahead of 14 other competitors in the two-man luge event. 
Martins Dukurs, then 22 years old and a rising star in skel-
eton, also took the seventh place in these Olympic Games. 
The hockey team from Latvia managed a 3:3 draw in their 
first game, playing with the US national team.

The hockey teams from Slovakia, Russia, Sweden and 
Kazakhstan proved to be more able and Latvia, with one 
game drawn and four losses, finished the twelfth.65 

Summing up, the first Winter Games Olympic gold medal to be won in the history 
of independent Latvia, together with eight athletes finishing among the top ten world-
class competitors, and an unofficial standing, based on medal performance, of 26th 
place out of 80 countries competing at the Turin games, allows this performance to be 
assessed as good. 

The 2008 Beijing Olympic Games programme listed events in 28 different sports. 
Athletes from Latvia sought to qualify for the right to take part in the Olympic Games 
in 20 different sports. 47 athletes has been the largest number of participants from 
Latvia ever having take part in Olympic Games, which was the case for the 1996 games 
held in Atlanta. At these games, BMX racing was first included as an Olympic sport. 
Māris Štrombergs took part in the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games as reigning World 
and European Champion, and at the Olympic Games he came first in all but one of 
seven heats. He achieved a momentous victory, taking the first-ever Olympic gold 
medal in BMX racing. Artūrs Matisons placed seventh in the semi finals, and Ivo 
Lakučs, who was also senior coach of the BMX team, placed eighth in the quarter 
 finals.

Traditionally, Latvians have performed best in track and field events in javelin.  
Ainārs Kovals won the silver medal with his final throw in a fierce competition. Latvia 
was represented in Beijing by weightlifter Viktors Ščerbatihs (weight class over 

65 http://www.olympic.org/en/content/Olympic-Games/All-Past-Olympic-Games/Winter/Turin-2006 (site last 
visited 14.07.2016).

Fig. 12. Biathlon competitor Ilmārs Bricis 
in 2006.  Photograph by Dainis Caune
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105 kg). In the clean and jerk, V. Ščer-
batihs set a new Latvian record of 
206 kg to take the third place, with his 
hopes for a medal resting on the snatch, 
his strong point. The unexpected hap-
pened. Ščerbatihs’ coach E.  Andruš-
kevičs was late in asking for the weight 
to be lifted for the second lift, and thus 
V. Ščerbatihs did not attempt the sec-
ond lift. The third lift of 257 kg was un-
successful: the weight was hoisted over-
head, but according to the judges the 
athlete did not hold it steady. V.  Ščer-
batihs later admitted that adding 15 kg 
to the weights when the first lift was so 
strenuous was too arduous. Viktors 
Ščerbatihs finished third and won a 
bronze medal.  

Kristaps Zaļupe and Krists Straume 
showed good results in the canoeing 
events at the Beijing Olympiad. After an 
intense struggle, they finished in the 
seventh place in the 1000 m two-man 
canoe race and took the tenth place in 
the 500 m competition Unfortunately, 
the Latvian beach volleyball duo Alek-
sandrs Samoilovs and Mārtiņš Pļaviņš 
were defeated by an Austrian duo in the 
quarter-finals, and finished in the ninth 
place in this Olympiad. The women’s 
basketball team from Latvia, coached 
by Ainārs Zvirgzdiņš and Aigars Nerips, 
also finished in the ninth place at this 
 Olympiad66. 

In terms of medals won at the 2008 
Olympic Games in Beijing, Latvia ranked in the 45th place among 204 competing 
countries; sport in Latvia is developing reasonably well in terms of the sporting skills 
of its athletes. 

The most significant results in winter sports achieved by athletes from Latvia com-
peting at world-class events after 2006 were due to bobsledders and luge racers and 
speed skater Haralds Silovs. 

66 http://www.olympic.org/beijing-2008-summer-olympics (site last visited 14.07.2016).

Fig. 13. Sandis Ozoliņš (No. 8) in the match between the 
Latvian and Kazakhstan national hockey teams at the 
XX Winter Olympic Games in Turin 2006. Unknown 
photographer. Collection of the Latvian Sports Museum

Fig. 14. Māris Štrombergs (No 1) on the way to his first 
Olympic gold medal, 2008. Photograph by Aivars Liepiņš
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The Latvian team at the Winter Games of the XXI 
Olym piad consisted of 58 athletes, of whom 53 took part 
in nine different sports. Two back-up goal-tenders of the 
hockey team and four male bobsledders racers did not 
compete.  Brothers Martins and Tomass Dukurs repre-
sented Latvia in the skeleton competition; Martins was ex-
pected to take a medal, while Tomass was not ranked 
among the leading racers in this sport. Both brothers came 
up with excellent performance, Martins was 7 seconds be-
hind the gold medal winner Jon Montgomery (Canada) to 
take the silver medal, while Tomass Dukurs placed fourth, 
missing out on a bronze medal by four tenths of a second. 
The performance by both brothers at these games was ex-
cellent. 

The Šics brothers, Andris and Juris, provided the 
greatest surprise amongst the ten skeleton racers from Lat-
via. The brothers made two good runs and took the 
 Olympic silver medal just behind the first Austrian two-
man team. The Latvian bobsleigh team suffered a serious 
set-back before the start of competition. Jānis Miņins, the 
best pilot of the team, was suddenly taken to hospital in 
Vancouver where he underwent an operation for appendi-

citis. The team’s second pilot Edgars Maskalāns took Miņins’ place. E. Maskalāns per-
formed his new responsibilities well, producing his career-best performance which re-
sulted in the eighth place finish together with Daumants Dreiškens, and the 11th place 
in the four-man bobsleigh competition together with Mihails Arhipovs, Raivis Broks, 
and Pāvels Tulubjevs.

The phenomenon of a single athlete competing on the same day in two different 
sports was a first for Latvia, pulled off by Haralds Silovs. Early in the day H. Silovs 
competed in the 5000 m speed skating race, coming in 20th, then in the evening he 
took part in short track heats. In all H. Silovs took part in 20 races at different dis-
tances for speed skating and short track. He took the 10th place for 1500 m, 12th place 
for 500 m and 14th place for 1000 m short track races. The Latvian hockey team placed 
twelfth at this Olympiad, although there was only a one-goal difference in the match 
against the Czech team, and a victory there would have put the Latvian team in at least 
the fourth place67. The two silver medals put Latvia into the 23rd position out of 
82 countries that competed. The Latvian team was the largest thus far to participate in 
Winter Olympics Games, which testified to an overall improvement in winter sports, 
although it was not enough to increase the number of medals. 

67 http://www.cbc.ca/canada/british-columbia/story/2009/04/30/bc-vancouver-olympics-relay.html (site last 
visited 14.07.2016). Latvija Vankūverā: 2010.12.–28.02. = Latvia at the XXI Olympic Winter Games in Van-
couver. D.  Caune (red., sast.). Latvijas Olimpiskā komiteja. Rīga: Latvijas Olimpiskā komiteja, 2010, 206.– 
217. lpp.

Fig. 15. Viktors Ščerbatihs in 2008. 
Photograph by Dainis Caune
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Fig. 17. Mārtiņš Pļaviņš returning serve, Jānis Šmēdiņš (No 2) 
ready to assist, 2012. Photograph by Aivars Liepiņš

Athletes in Olympic sports achieved 
world class results in a number of com-
petitions held after the 2008 Olympic 
Games in Beijing. 

The 2012 Olympic Games took 
place in London (England) and Latvia 
sent a team of 46 accredited athletes to 
compete with representatives of 204 
countries. Māris Štrombergs won his 
second Olympic gold medal. Another 
remarkable success in these Olympic 
Games comprised the string of victories 
in beach volleyball by Mārtiņš Pļaviņš 
and Jānis Šmēdiņš against opponents 
from Germany, Venezuela, Norway, 
USA and twice against the Netherlands, 
to gain a bronze Olympic.

A second beach volleyball duo from 
Latvia, Aleksandrs Samoilovs/Ruslans 
Sorokins, took the ninth place. Perfor-
mances by women athletes delighted 
the track and field contingent from Lat-
via. Ineta Radēviča placed  fourth in the 
women’s long-jump competition, only 
1 cm behind the bronze medallist from 
the USA. 

Latvia was represented by the maxi-
mum-permitted number of athletes in 
the javelin competitions, a total of six 
athletes, three men and three women. 
Regrettably, they failed to live up to ex-
pectations in competition. In the wo-
men’s competition Madara Palameika 
alone reached the final round and placed 
eighth. Laura Ikauniece (Admi diņa) 
took the ninth place in the heptathlon, 
and Poļina Jeļizarova reached the finals 
of the 3000 m steeplechase, setting a new Latvian record and placed 13th.  Ainārs Kovals 
reached the final group of ten participants for men’s javelin; all the other track and field 
athletes (men) failed to do so. Artūrs Plēsnieks, a new rising talent in weight lifting, 
achieved a good result at the 2012 London Olympic Games, coming seventh in the 
weight class of up to 105 kg. Jeļena Rubļevska also achieved a creditable result in these 
games by taking the eighth place in the modern pentathlon after an intense effort. The 

Fig. 16. Martins Dukurs, the skeleton racer who was 
awarded the silver medal in Vancouver, 2010. Photograph by 
Aivars Liepiņš
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pair Krists Straume/Aleksejs Rum-
jancevs hoped to gain an Olympic medal 
in the two-man canoe event, but finished 
in the 11th place, a result that can never-
theless be regarded as satisfactory.68

Athletes from Latvia were in the top 
ten places in six out of the 12 different 
sports in which they competed at the 
2012 Olympic Games, securing this re-
sult for nine separate competitions. 
Olym pic medals were won in two sports: 
gold in BMX and silver in beach volley-
ball. Based on the medals won, Latvia 
ranked 49th out of the 204 countries re-
presented. This justifies describing the 
outcome as good. 

Individuals from Latvia in winter sports such as bobsleigh, skeleton and luge 
continued to achieve excellent international results in competitions after the 2010 
Winter Olympic Games. The performance of brothers Martins and Tomass Dukurs 
was particularly impressive. Every racing season from 2009–2010 to 2014–2015 Mar-
tins Dukurs took the first place in the cumulative standings for the Skeleton World 
Cup. Along the way, he has won three gold medals (in 2011, 2012, and 2015) and one 
silver medal (in 2013). Tomass Dukurs, the older brother of Martins, won two silver 
medals in European championships (in 2012 and 2014), and two bronze medals (in 
2013 and 2015). He also won a bronze medal in the World Championship, placed 
second in the cumulative standings for the World Cup three times (2013–2015), and 
took the third place in 2012. As a result, during these years he has stood on the win-
ners’ podium several times alongside his brother. It is not an exaggeration to say that 
Latvia was the leading country in the world in skeleton racing over the period 2012–
2015. Bobsleigh teams from Latvia achieved their best results in mixed relay events. 
The best results in bobs leigh events have been achieved by teams piloted by Oskars 
Melbārdis: in two-man races he has competed together with Daumants Dreiškens as 
pusher, and for four-man races this duo is joined by two additional pushers. The duo 
O. Mel bārdis/D. Dreiškens has had good results in two-man races in 2015, winning 
silver medals in the European and World Bobsleigh Championships. The pair also 
took third place in the cumulative standings for 2012–2013, and after eight races they 
are in first place in 2014–2015. 

A team from Latvia consisting of 58 athletes competed in nine different sports in 
the 2014 Winter Olympic Games held at Sochi, at which 88 countries were represented. 
The greatest hopes for a gold medal were pinned on the skeleton races, as Latvia was 

68 http://www.olympic.org/uk/games/london/index_uk.asp (site last visited 14.07.2016).  Latvija Londonā = 
Latvia at the games of the XXX Olympiad in London: 2012.27.07.–12.08. D. Caune (red., sast.). Rīga: Latvijas 
Olimpiskā komiteja, 2012, 233.–247. lpp.

Fig. 18. A long-jump by Ineta Radēviča, 2012. Photograph by 
Aivars Liepiņš
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Fig. 20. From left to right (with their medals): Juris and 
Andris Šics, Mārtiņš Rubenis, Elīza Tīruma (Cauce), 2014. 
Photograph by Aivars Liepiņš

represented by two of the leading ath-
letes in this sport. Under fiercely com-
petitive conditions, Martins Dukurs, 
the more renowned of the two compe-
titors, conceded the first place to Rus-
sia’s Aleksandr Tretyakov by a margin 
of eight tenths of a second. Tomass 
Dukurs, Martins’ brother, took the 4th 
place behind Matthew Antoine (USA) 
but ahead of Sergey Chudinov (Russia). 
Objectively this outcome consisting of a 
second and fourth place may be re-
garded as a great achievement, testify-
ing to the finely-honed skills of these 
athletes. The Latvian team’s hopes for a 
gold medal rested with the bobsledders. 
The combination of their best pilot Os-
kars Melbārdis and pusher Daumants 
Dreiškens was unable to win an Olym-
pic medal in the two-man bobsleigh 
competition. Their final place, fifth, did 
not satisfy the athletes themselves, but 
four consistent runs demonstrated their 
skill, which produced results in compe-
titions held after these Olympic Games. 
The last hope of the Latvian team for a 
gold medal was in the four-man bobs-
leigh competition. The team consisting 
of Oskars Melbārdis as pilot, and push-
ers Daumants Dreiškens, Arvis Vilkaste, 
and Jānis Strenga, produced the biggest 
surprise in their second run where their time was the best overall, and allowed them to 
rise from the fifth place to finish second, only 0.04 seconds behind the four-man team 
from Russia. The result was a silver medal for the four-man bobsleigh team from Lat-
via at the 2014 Sochi  Olympic Games. 

The Latvian entry in the two-man luge competition, brothers Andris and Juris 
Šics, was in the fifth place after the first run, and executed a faultless second run. The 
teams from Canada and Austria lost their nerve and faults accumulated during their 
second runs, allowing the Latvian pair to take the third place. 

The Latvian luge relay team of Juris Šics, Andris Šics, Mārtiņš Rubenis, and Elīza 
Tīruma, justified the hopes placed in them by taking a very respectable third place in 
the Olympic Games. 

The Latvian ice hockey team finished eighth in these Olympic Games, which is a 
ranking that corresponds to their overall level: they won 3:1 playing against  Switzerland 

Fig. 19. Four-man relay team led by O. Melbārdis competing 
for a silver medal, 2014.  Photograph by Aivars Liepiņš
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in the quarter-finals, and lost 1:2 to 
Canada in the semi-finals. The best per-
formance by other winter sport athletes 
was by Andrejs Rastorgujevs, who took 
the 8th place in the 12.5 km biathlon 
pursuit69. Overall the results achieved by 
Latvian athletes at the 2012 Winter 
Games in Sochi can be described as the 
best performance thus far in the history 
of independent Latvia. In terms of total 
medals won Latvia placed 23rd.  Some 
experts assess medal performance 
against GDP. In this light Latvia took 
the second place among 88 countries 
participating at the 2014 Winter Olym-
pic Games in Sochi. The organisation of 
sport in Latvia offers development pos-
sibilities for all talented young athletes.

Athletes from Latvia in foreign sports clubs and at their participation in 
tournaments

After Latvian independence was restored in 1990, the way opened for talented 
young athletes to take part in professional sports. A handful of athletes have reached 
the highest levels of world-class achievement. A typical example is that of ice-hockey. 
In 2015, more than 190 hockey players from Latvia were members of 24 foreign 
hockey clubs in several countries. Up until 2015, 21 hockey players from Latvia had 
played for NHL (National Hockey League) clubs. However, not all of these players can 
be described as world-class players, either by specialists or by hockey fans. Exceptions 
are Helmūts Balderis who played for the Minnesota North Stars (1989/1990), Sandis 
Ozoliņš, who was a member of the Colorado Avalanche club when it won the Stanley 
Cup in 1996, and goal-tender Artūrs Irbe, who as member of the Carolina Hurricanes 
played in the 1999 Stanley Cup final series and who received the title from the NHL as 
the Best Goal-tender for the 1992 season. A similar picture obtains for football where 
63 players from Latvia are members of 24 clubs in several countries. According to spe-
cialists, none of these football players can be assessed as a world-class player. 

Many young basketball players currently play for foreign clubs. All young basket-
ball players dream of playing in the NBA (National Basketball Association) which is 
recognised as the best professional basketball league in the world. Up to now only 

69 http://www.olympic.org/sochi-2014-winter-olympics (site last visited 14.07.2016). Latvija Sočos = Latvia at 
the XXII Olympic Winter Games in Sochi: 2014.07.–23.02. D. Caune (red., sast.). Latvijas Olimpiskā komiteja. 
Rīga: Latvijas Olimpiskā komiteja, 2014, 258.–267. lpp.

Fig. 21. Finish by Mārtiņš Rubenis in a relay race, 2014. 
Photograph by Aivars Liepiņš
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three Latvian players have been members of NBA teams: Gundars Vētra with the Min-
nesota Timberwolves, Andris Biedriņš with the Golden State Warriors and Utah Jazz, 
and Kristaps Porziņģis with the New York Knicks. All three can be considered to be 
world-class basketball players. Male tennis players are ranked in standings produced 
by the ATP (Association of Tennis Professionals) while women players are ranked by 
the WTA (Women’s Tennis Association). Specialist opinion is that world class players 
are those who have been ranked within the top 250 players. Of the four tennis players 
who have joined this community, Ernests Gulbis alone may be considered a world-
class tennis player. E. Gulbis achieved his highest ranking of tenth in 2014, but was 
ranked at the 82nd in 201570. Jeļena Ostapenko from Latvia was listed by the WTA in 
2015 at the 80th position, while Anastasija Sevastova was in the 111th position.71 Larisa 
Neilande (born Savčenko) has won many tennis titles, and in 1988 was listed by the 
WTA at the 13th position for singles players, and in 1992 she reached the first place for 
doubles players; she won six Grand Slam doubles tournaments, and today is a tennis 
coach.

There are well-established traditions in Latvia for technical sports. During the pe-
riod of Soviet rule, motocross drivers Aleksandrs Karamiševs, Arnolds Dambis, Juris 
Belmers, and Ivars Caune from Latvia were among the leaders in their field in the 
 Soviet Union and they also enjoyed international success. In 1991, Pēteris Neikšāns 
was  the first autocross driver after the restoration of independence to win a prize in 
one heat of the European Motorsport Championship. Andris Dambis was the first rac-
ing driver from Latvia to win a medal, a bronze, at the 1996 European Championship. 
Latvian drivers took the first three places in the 2000 European Autocross Champion-
ship. Four teams from Latvia have completed the Dakar Rally. In 2013, Reinis Nitišs 
won the nine-heat European Rallycross Championship in the Super 1600 Class, and in 
2014, R. Nitišs won the bronze medal in the World Rallycross in the Super Car class, 
which comprises the most powerful cars entered72. Motorcycle sport evolved in Latvia 
during the period of Soviet rule and even then there were many talented racing drivers 
in Latvia. Kristers Serģis together with his passenger Artis Rasmanis became World 
Sidecar Champions five times between 1997 and 2002; later Rasmanis, together with 
other passengers, took second and third place, twice becoming European Sidecar 
Champion. K. Serģis is the most successful motorcycle driver from Latvia73.

Conclusion

Three principles for sport in Latvia have been enshrined in law. The first principle 
is equality, in that everyone is entitled to take part in sporting activities. The second 
principle calls for fair play, in that sport education, organisation and management 

70 http://live-tennis.eu/wta-race (site last visited 14.07.2016).
71 http://live-tennis.eu/ (site last visited 14.07.2016).
72 http://www.fiaworldrallycross.com/driver/21/nitiss (site last visited 14.07.2016).
73 http://www.sidecarcross.de/home/home.htm (site last visited 14.07.2016).
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must strive to ensure that the Olympic ideals and ethics are respected, and also to 
struggle against dishonest practices and doping in sport, physical and verbal abuse. 
The third principle is safety, in that sporting events must take place in safety and must 
be organised and supervised by suitably qualified persons.74 In Latvia overall these 
three principles of sport are taken into account. Every young person is entitled to and 
is afforded the opportunity to develop his sporting talents. There are over 80 officially 
registered sporting federations of various kinds In Latvia; over 5000 sports coaches 
work in Latvia, i.e. one coach for every 400 residents of Latvia, including children and 
the elderly. Sport possibilities for individuals with special needs are supported in Lat-
via, with the Latvian Paralympic Committee working in this field. The Association of 
Sports Veterans of Latvia supports and organises veterans’ sporting events. Mass pub-
lic sporting events are held in Latvia: marathons, sport festivals, Olympic days etc. 

The Latvian Olympic Committee has created the Latvian Olympic Unit with a 
remit to oversee the training of high-class athletes. The Latvian Olympic Unit oversees 
development of two levels of athletes. First level athletes are in training for competition 
in either the winter or summer Olympic Games. Second level athletes are juniors who 
will one day take the place of current leading athletes. Most of the coaches have re-
ceived their training in Latvia. A single educational establishment at university level — 
the Latvian Academy of Sport Education —  turns out sports coaches, sports managers, 
sports physiotherapists and recreational sport specialists as well as sports teachers. The 
Academy offers Bachelor’s, Master’s and Doctoral degree studies in sport, as well as 
sustaining the development of sports science in Latvia. Sports work-outs, competi-
tions, sporting activities and events give opportunities to pursue an active and healthy 
way of life for residents of Latvia of all ages and all physical fitness levels. 

74 Sporta likums. Latvijas Vēstnesis, 165 (2740), 13.11.2002. Accessible at: http://m.likumi.lv/doc.php?id=68294 
(site last visited 14.07.2016).
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Māra Grudule

BALTIC GERMANS IN THE CULTURE OF LATVIA 
AND IN THE EUROPEAN CONTEXT

The paper presents an overview of the history of Baltic German culture, on the one hand, stress-
ing its unity with European culture, and on the other hand, showing how it influenced culture 
in Latvia, or at the least, how it has been reflected in the latter. It is appropriate to examine this 
interaction through the prism of the field of creative writing that will receive greatest attention in 
this paper. Baltic German culture has reflected cultural developments in Europe, more precisely in 
the  German-speaking part of Europe, from the very outset during the first half of the 13th century 
through to the 20th century. During the 19th century, it acquired unique regional characteristics in 
terms of imagery, character types, and problems treated. Baltic German culture in the Baltic is an 
autonomous phenomenon. Despite having stimulated the development of Latvian national litera-
ture, theatre, music, and art throughout the 19th century, it later did not overall have the same effect 
on Latvian cultural processes, which was associated with historical circumstances and a colonial 
situation. At the same time, the role played by Baltic German culture cannot be ignored as a bridge 
between culture in the eastern regions of Europe and Western European culture. 

Keywords: Baltic Germans, Baltic German literature, German Latvian intercommunication, cultural 
ties, comparative literature

Introduction

Baltic German culture in the Baltic region is associated with the period of time 
between the turn of the 12th and 13th centuries — the Crusades, the arrival and con-
solidation of their position in the Baltic by the German Order and the Christian 
Church, with the conquerors and missionaries gradually putting down roots and the 
indigenous peoples submitting up until the departure of the Baltic German commu-
nity in the autumn of 1939 and at the end of the Second World War. In terms of terri-
tory they are associated with the regions of Kurzeme (Courland), Zemgale (Semigal-
lia), and Vidzeme (Livland, Livonia). Baltic German families have also impacted the 
cultural history of Latgale (Lettgallen, Latgalia), although the development of this re-
gion has been associated for a long time, starting in the 16th century with overlords of 
Polish origin, which led to  ethnic Germans converting to Roman Catholicism, and 
using the Polish language. Thus, developments in Latgale are not tra ditionally consid-
ered in overviews of Baltic German culture. Nevertheless, such an  investigation would 
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Fig. 1. The building of the National Opera and Ballet 
of Latvia. Formerly the Riga City (German) Theatre. 
Early 20th century postcard. (Source: Čeže, M. Mūzu 
bastions. Rīga: Neputns, 2014, Fig. 30) 

be valuable: it would de monstrate unity of the 
German culture space in the Baltic region, as 
well as show its diversity, its links not only with 
Polish, but also with French culture. 

Baltic German art, in terms of cultural im-
agery, for example, in architecture, painting, 
and sculpture, is all pervasive in the landscape 
of Latvia. German culture, through the me-
dium of translated works, concerts, and art ex-
hibitions, today is still a perceptible aspect of 
the multi-cultural environment of Latvia.

Germans referred to as a “Baltic German”, 
alternatively, a “German Balt”, are individuals 
born in the Baltic region, or who spend the 
greatest part of their life, and set down roots, in 
the Baltic region. Up until the 18th century, 
Germans in the Baltic referred to themselves in 

writing, in relation to the region which they lived in, representing different states: a 
Kurländer, a German resident of the Duchy of Courland and Semigallia, which was a 
vassal state of Poland–Lithuania (up until 1795), or a Livländer — a German living in 
Vidzeme (Livonia). After the entire Baltic region was incorporated into the Russian 
Empire, Germans resident throughout this region referred to themselves with the sin-
gle common designation — Balten, Balts.1 In the light of the term ‘Balts’ coming to 
designate the indigenous peoples of the region, Baltic Germans began to refer to them-
selves as Deutschbalten, or Baltic Germans.  

Previous to the foundation of the Latvian state in 1918, Baltic Germans consti-
tuted the principal driving force over many centuries for political, economic, and cul-
tural life, independent of political allegiance to any single territory. Subsequent to the 
autumn of 1918, Baltic Germans became a minority people in independent Latvia, en-
joying fully minority rights up until the coup d’état by Kārlis Ulmanis in 1934. Nazi 
ideas took hold of the self-awareness of the Baltic German community during the se-
cond half of the 1930s. This has to be seen in the context of on-going political events in 
Germany, as well as ideas about renewing the former colonial system as well as the 
practical implementation by Kārlis Ulmanis of his slogan, “For a Latvian Latvia”, in 
suppressing the democratic rights of minorities.2 

The Baltic German community has a long history, generations were born and 
raised here, for whom Kurzeme and Vidzeme was the one and only homeland, hence 

1 For more about the importance of terms and the manner in which their meaning has changed over time see: 
Hackmann, J. Was bedeutet “baltisch”? Zur semantischen Wandel des Begriffs im 19. und 20. jahrhundert. 
Ein Beitrag zur Erforschung von mental maps. Buch und Bildung im Baltikum. Festschrift für Paul Kaegbein 
zum 80.Geburtstag. Bosse, H., Elias, O. H., Schweitzer, R. (Hrsg.). Münster: Lit. Verlag, 2005, S. 15–41.

2 Compare this with views expressed in an extensive compendium on this topic: Deutschbalten, Weimarer 
Republik und Drittes Reich. Garleff, M. (Hrsg.). Bd. 1–2. Köln: Böhlau, 2008; Cerūzis, R. Vācu faktors Latvijā 
(1918–1939): politiskie un starpnacionālie aspekti. Rīga: LU Akadēmiskais apgāds, 2004.
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the events of the autumn of 1939 for Baltic Germans 
were not seen as a repatriation in the full sense of the 
term,3 but rather an enforced displacement. Baltic 
German emigration for political reason began at the 
end of the 19th century once the Russian State began 
to implement a policy of Russification in the Baltic 
Provinces. It was at that time that the theme of a lost 
homeland first appeared in Baltic German literature, 
and this theme remained a central one throughout 
the length of the 20th century.

Baltic German culture is a colonial culture which 
has no well-defined state central to it. The relationship 
between the capital and the provinces (colonies) has 
to be understood in an intellectual sense to encom-
pass all of the German-speaking part of Europe. The 
first characteristics of the colonial culture, which is all 
too evident, is provincialism — a time-delay in mas-
tering cultural processes ongoing in the centre, which 
is of varying extent at different times and during dif-
ferent periods of intellectual endeavour; secondly, 
mediocrity — genius, excellence always strives to return to the centre. Thus, for ex-
ample, Jacob Michael Reinhold Lenz, born in Livonia, a friend and contemporary of 
Johann Wolfgang Goethe and Johann Gottfried Herder, visited the Baltic rather rarely; 
after 1895, Eduard von Keyserling lived in Munich, where he wrote his best stories and 
novels; in addition, Siegfried von Vegesack and Werner Bergengruen both wrote their 
best works whilst living outside the Baltic region. 

Baltic German culture mirrors artistic tendencies of Europe, with a time delay, 
which briefly was reduced during the period of the enlightenment. Courland and 
 Livonia served as an arena for talented intellectuals, for example, Christoph Haber-
land, an innovative and adaptive architect4 built the church at Katlakalns (1791–1794) 
on the bank of the Daugava River, which was the first example of a church laid out fol-
lowing Protestant principles — a central edifice with pulpit, altar and organ aligned on 
a single axis of symmetry, which served to emphasise dialogue of a pastor with his pa-
rishioners. City centres in Riga, Liepāja, and other urban centres in Latvia were mo-
dernised during the 19th century with inclusion of contemporary architecture, together 
with a park belt. This was a time when the first publicly accessible art collections were 
created, and budding Latvian painters often acquired their skills from German interior 
decorators and craftsmen producing lacquered panels for carriages. 

Opening to the public (1905) of the Riga City Art Museum (now the National Art 
Museum of Latvia) was a significant event in the development of art, and it still holds 

3 Diktierte Option: die Umsiedlung der Deutsch-Balten aus Estland und Lettland, 1939–1941: Dokumentation. 
Zusmmengestellt und eingeleitet von D. A. Loeber. Neumünster: Wachholz Verlag, 1974–1975.

4 Lancmanis, I. Hāberlands starp modernismu un avangardu. Latvijas Architektura, Nr. 98, 2011/2012, XII/I, 
48. lpp.

Fig. 2. The church at Katlakalns. A drawing 
by J. K. Brotze with commentary. The 
architect Christoph Haberland was 
responsible for the design. The as-built 
edifice omitted the proposed spire from the 
cupola roof (Source: http://www.katlakalns.lv
/?ct=latvijasluteranubaznicas)
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one of the most extensive collection of the art of Latvia. The role played by Latvian art 
increased at the beginning of the 20th century, in parallel with the emergence of na-
tional romanticism traditions, for example, in Art Nouveau.5 Notwithstanding the fact 
that approximately 40% of the substantial edifices in Riga were designed by Latvian 
architects — Konstantīns Pēkšēns, Kristaps Morbergs, partially also by Jānis Bauma-
nis, they all had been educated in German at Riga Polytechnicum; they were close to 
German circles and their works were commissioned by the Baltic German patricians 
of Riga.6 One example of joint work by Latvian and Baltic German artists is the year-
book, Jahrbuch für bildende Kunst in den Ostseeprovinzen, which was published, 1907–
1913, by the Riga Society of Architects.

Architecture in rural areas was given a new breath of life after extensive damage 
suffered by manors during the 1905 Revolution, as noted by the art historian Imants 
Lancmanis: “... the tragic outcome of the revolution was not merely the loss of the resi-
dences of estate owners (45 buildings were destroyed in Kurzeme, but nearly all were 
rebuilt), it was the loss of traditions and ideals by the nobility. Consequently, recon-
struction of houses and palaces which had been burned down turned into an ideologi-
cal task (…) the restored buildings had to embody a lost historical legacy and to repli-
cate the look of a certain century”.7 

Baltic German influence on the art and architecture of Latvia lessened during the 
inter-war period, partially due to emigration, as well as partially a result of land reform 
which meant breaking up single ownership of land, expropriation of manorial centres, 
with former manors converted into schools, hospitals and sanatoriums, community 
centres and homes for the aged, without any regard for the artistic value of the build-
ings themselves; for example, when looking back at the Blumbergshof (Loberģi) 
Manor which had belonged to Vegesack, a Baltic German aristocrat, and which had 
been expropriated for reasons of state, Oļģerts Rozītis wrote: “... a dairy farm was in-
stalled in the main building, with the floor taken up in the living room and replaced by 
a cement slab; the floor was also removed in an upper storey bedroom and left open, 
thus joining two rooms together in order to make space available for large cream sepa-
rator machines; there were no flowers along the edge of the circular driveway. Milk 
delivery waggons had gouged deep mud-filled ruts which in dry season turned into 
stone-hard clods, since the centre of the Loberg estate stood on clayey soil”.8 A certain 
relevance of Baltic  German architects remained attached to city culture: Bernhard 
Bielenstein, son of the linguist and theologian August Bielenstein designed several 
tene ment buildings in the centre and other districts of Riga, including Mežaparks.9 

5 For details see: Krastiņš, J. 20. gadsimta sākuma arhitektūra: Rīga stalažās. Accessible at: http://dom.lndb.lv/
data/obj/49075.html (site last visited 18.07.2012).

6 Stradiņš, J. Baltvācu problēmu loks mūsu kultūrvēsturē. Trešā atmoda. Rīga: Zinātne, 1992, 239. lpp.
7 Lancmanis, I. Muižu bojāeja kā krīze un atdzimšana: Arhitektu ģimenes Berči darbība Kurzemē. 17. Borisa 

Vipera piemiņas lasījumi. Referātu krājums. Rīga: LMA Mākslas vēstures institūts, 2009, 14.–15. lpp.
8 Rozītis, O. Viesulis. Jaunā Gaita, Nr. 223, 2000, 11. lpp.
9 A riveting account of the atmosphere of city life between the two World Wars may be found in his memoirs, 

Die Häuser aber blieben, 1998. 
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Reassessment took place during the 19th century of local music traditions and his-
tory. German music permanently entered the lives of Latvians around the turn of the 
17th and 18th centuries when parishes adopted new prayer books with versified spiritual 
songs. The cantata by Carl Heinrich Graun, Der Tod Jesu (The Death of Jesus, 1755)10 
and songs by Elisa von der Recke,11 were translated into Latvian during the period of 
peasant enlightenment, i.e. during the second half of the 18th century. The German 
tradition of popular songs (in Latvian ziņģes, in German Schlager) spread among Lat-
vians living in towns and gradually also appeared in the countryside as an alternative 
to folk songs; this phenomenon reached its peak during the 19th century. Latvians bor-
rowed the tradition of holding song festivals from the Baltic Germans and their neigh-
bours, the Estonians; Latvians learned to play musical instruments, sang and studied 
side by side with Baltic Germans.12 Starting with the end of the 19th century, Latvian 
music began to penetrate Baltic German culture. 

Mystery plays were put on in Riga, at least as early as 1205, and continued through 
the Middle Ages. Liturgical dramas were performed throughout the Baltic in open-air 
theatres and also as Shrovetide plays: a play supporting the Reformation was staged on 
27 February 1527 in Riga, written by Burkard Waldis in Low German, De parabell vam 
vorlorn Szohn (The Parable of the Prodigal Son, 1527).13 Travelling actor troupes were 
to be found a century later in the Baltic region, Singspiel were staged at the court of the 
Dukes of Courland. Theatre acting featured as part of schooling, and Baltic Germans 
sustained this form of youth culture for centuries until their departure in 1939. The 
first building in Riga intended for staging theatre performances was opened in 1782, 
and soon thereafter, one, in Jelgava (1802), and one in Liepāja (for summer theatre, 
1804). Theatre performances were held during the first half of the 19th century in 
Kuldīga (1805–1817). Many composers and performing artists renowned in Europe 
visited Riga — appearing at the City Theatre and at the Blackheads House. A very 
young Richard Wagner worked as theatre musical conductor in Riga between 1837 
and 1839. Riga was for Wagner, as well as for many of his colleagues, only a brief stop 
before their return to Western Europe, or before moving on to St Petersburg. A new 
building for the City Theatre was erected in 1863. With interruptions due to fires or by 
historical occurrences, German theatre continued in Riga until 1939. Thus, for exam-
ple, the work by Bertolt Brecht, Die Dreigroschenoper (The Threepenny Opera, 1928), 
enjoyed great popular success during the season of 1929/1930. Performances were ex-
tensively reviewed in the Baltic German press, as well as in the Latvian press; several 
years later The Three-Penny Opera was first performed on the Latvian stage where it 
earned a comparable degree of success. 

10 Published in: Stenders, G. F. Svētas gudrības grāmatiņa, sarakstīta no Sērpiles un Sunākstes Baznīckunga 
Stender. Jelgava, Aizpute: J. F. Hinz, 1774.

11 Stenders, G. F. Eelizes divpadesmit svētas dziesmas, latviešu valodā pārtulkotas no tā veca mācītāja Stendera. 
Jelgava: J. V. Steffenhagen, 1789.

12 Thus, the Latvian musicians Ā. Ore and Ā. Ārgalis studied with A. Pabst, J. Vītols — with R. Postel, as well as 
others.

13 The original text, together with translation into Latvian by V. Bisenieks, including commentary in Latvian 
and in English has been published as: Valdiss, B. Parabola par pazudušo dēlu. Rīga: Musica Baltica, 2010.
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Baltic Germans laid the basis for Latvian play-writing and facilitated development of 
Latvian professional theatre. Ādolfs Alunāns, the Father of Latvian theatre, was an actor 
and developed his abilities as director as part of Baltic German society. His own original 
plays were structured in conformity with then current German conventions and the 
ideas of the Latvian Awakening period. Latvian theatre criticism would also be rather 
different were it not for contributions by the Baltic German school of theatre criticism.14 
Baltic Germans also played an important role in the development of a local school of 
cinematic art, also cinema halls were designed by Baltic Germans, e.g. in Liepāja. 

Baltic Germans, furthermore, laid the foundations for emergence of the system of 
science and education in Latvia, including the basis for Latvian folklore studies, lite-
rary science, and linguistics. Linguistic information presented by A. Bielenstein, a pas-
tor and linguist, was used in drawing the Latvian–Lithuanian state border in 1920.15 
Institutions of higher education created by Germans in Tartu and Riga were places 
where the first Latvian scientists acquired their higher education. During the initial 
period of its work the University of Latvia (1919) relied on Baltic German professors.16 

Bibliography of Baltic German culture

A compilation of Baltic German texts first appeared during the second half of the 
18th century,17 and an extensive encyclopaedic publication in four volumes was pub-
lished early in the following century — a bibliographical overview identifying individ-
uals and their achievements associated with the Baltic region.18 Today a comparable 
comprehensive view of the most famous Baltic German personalities and their accom-
plishments is the biographical lexicon, Deutschbaltisches biographisches Lexikon 1710–
1960 (1998).19 Much has been published about history and cultural processes in Latvia 
associated with Baltic Germans; among very many other publications the following 
stand out, the valuable and well-ordered works of the Baltic German historians, 

14 For details see: Volkova, L. Blaumaņa zelts. Rakstnieks savā laikā, darbos un cilvēkos. Rīga: Karogs, 2008, 
25. lpp.; Čeže, M. Werdegang des lettischen Opernkritikers am deutschen Rigaer Stadttheater 1863–1914. 
Deutsch-baltische musikalische Beziehungen: Geschichte – Gegenwart – Zukunft. Žiūraitytė, A. (Hrsg.). Sinzig: 
Studio Verlag, 2003, S. 35–42.

15 Bielenstein, A. Die Grenzen des lettischen Volksstammes und der lettischen Sprache in der Gegenwart und im 
13. Jahrhundert. (1892), as cited in: Stradiņš, J. Baltvācu problēmu loks mūsu kultūrvēsturē, 250. lpp.

16 During the 1920s, Baltic Germans comprised 12–14% of the teaching staff at the University of Latvia: 
mathematicians,  P. Bohl, A. Meder; engineering scientists, A. Ā. Jenšs, E. Jakobi;  legal scholar,  A. Loeber; 
historians, L. Arbusow jun. See: Loeber, D. Deutschbaltische Lehrkräfte an der Universität Lettlands. 1919–
1941. Hamburg: Pantzer, 1999.

17 Gadebusch, F. K. Livländische Bibliothek nach alphabetischer Ordnung. Bd. I–III. Riga: J. F. Hartknoch, 1777.
18 Recke, J. F., Napiersky, K. E. Allgemeines Schriftsteller- und Gelehrten- Lexikon der Provinzen Livland, 

Esthland und Kurland. Bd. I–II. Mitau: Steffenhagen, 1827–1829; Recke, J. F., Napiersky, K. E. Allgemeines 
Schriftsteller- und Gelehrten- Lexikon der Provinzen Livland, Esthland und Kurland. Nachträge und 
Fortsetzungen. Bd. I–II. Mitau: Steffenhagen, 1859–1861.

19 Im Auftrage der Baltischen Historischen Kommission begonnen von O. Welding und unter Mitarbeit 
von E. Amburger und G. von Krusenstjern.  Lenz, W. (Hrsg.). Wedemark: Harro von Hirschhheydt, 1998. 
Accessible also at: http://www.bbl-digital.de/
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 Michael Garleff and Gert von Pistohlkors.20 A separate lexicon has been published for 
science and for almost every cultural field, as compilations of biographical informa-
tion and an insight into contributions by Baltic Germans in particular fields.21 Baltic 
German culture has been studied as that of one with Germans constituting a minority 
and an island in the world. Contributions in this respect were particularly valuable by 
the society, now regrettably defunct, Thalia Germanica, which was the venue for stu-
dents of theatre from around the world whose specialisation was German theatre 
abroad.22 An extensive literature is available on the oldest historical period of Baltic 
German music,23 whereas, in comparison literature on 20th century Baltic German 
music is fragmentary, with studies by the Baltic German musicologist, Helmuth 
 Scheunchen, and those of the Latvian musicologist, Arnolds Klotiņš, the exception.24 

The first exposition of the history of Baltic German literature dates from the mid-
19th century (1855),25 while important contributions to the study of Baltic German lite-
rature were made by articles in journals published during succeeding decades.26 
Several encyclopaedic publications have appeared in the most recent decades (1980–
2015)27, as well as an extensive history of Baltic German literature.28 

Wilhelm Neumann has made an important contribution to the study of Baltic 
German art by compiling the first biographical dictionary of Baltic German artists29 
and establishing a periodisation of local art history;30 Paul Campe has similarly 

20 One of the most comprehensive of these publications is: Deutsche Geschichte im Osten Europas. Baltische 
Länder. Pistohlkors, G, von (Hrsg.). Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1994.

21 For science see: Filaretow, B. Lexikon deutschbaltischer Wissenschaftler. Köln: Wissenschaft und Politik, 1994; 
about the visual arts see: Hagen, K. Lexikon deutschbaltischer bildender Künstler. 20. Jahrhundert. Köln: 
Verlag Wissenschaft und Politik, 1983; about the field of music see: Scheunchen, H. Lexikon deutschbaltischer 
Musik. Wedemark-Elze: Harro v. Hirschheydt, 2002.

22 See, for example, the collection of articles, Das deutschsprachiger Theater im baltischen Raum, 1630–1918.  
Kitching, L. (Hrsg.). Frankfurt am Main: P. Lang, 1997.

23 See: Gailīte, Z. Par Rīgas mūziku un kumēdiņu spēli. Rīga: Pētergailis, 2003; Skrābāns, R. Izcilie pasaules 
mūziķi Rīgā: apceres par mūzikas sakariem XIX gadsimtā. Rīga: Zinātne, 1993; Lindenberga, V., Torgāns, J., 
Fūrmane L. Gadsimtu skaņu lokā. Rīga: Zinātne, 1997; Lindenberga, V. u.c. Skaņuloki gadsimtos. Rīga: 
Zinātne, 2004; Mänd, A. Urban Carnival. Festive culture in the Hanseatic Cities of the Eastern Baltic. 1350–
1550. Turnhout: Brepols, 2005; etc.

24 See: Mūzika okupācijā. Latvijas mūzikas dzīve un jaunrade 1940–1945. Klotiņš, A. (red.). Rīga: LU LFMI, 
2011; Scheunchen, H. Die Musikgeschichte der deutschen in den baltischen Landen. Musikgeschichte 
Pommerns, Ostpreußens und der baltischen Lande. Schwartz, W., von, Kessler, F., Scheunchen, H. (Hrsg.). 
Dülmen: Laumann, 1989, S. 135–171; Scheunchen, H. Deutsches Musikleben in Riga im Laufe der 
Jahrhunderte. Deutsche Musik in Ost- und Südosteuropa, Studien zum Deutschtum im Osten, Nr. 28, 1997, 
S. 119–135.

25 Sivers, J., von. Deutsche Dichter in Rußland. Studien zur Literaturgeschichte. Berlin: Schroeder, 1855.
26 Baltische Monatsschrift, 1859–1913 un 1927–1931; Deutsche Monatsschrift für Russland, 1912–1915; 

Baltische Monatshefte, 1932–1939. 
27 Redlich, M. Lexicon deutschbaltischer Literatur. Köln: Wissenschaft und Politik, 1989; Lexikon der deutsch-

sprachigen Literatur des Baltikums und St. Petersburgs. Bd. I–III. Gottzmann, C. L., Hörner, P. (Hrsg.). Berlin: 
DeGruyter, 2007.

28 Wilpert, G. von. Deutschbaltische Literaturgeschichte. München: C. H. Beck, 2005.
29 Neumann, W. (Hrsg.). Lexikon baltischer Künstler. Riga: Jonck & Poliewsky, 1908.
30 Neumann, W. Grundriss einer Geschichte der bildenden Künste und des Kunstgewerbes in Liv-, Est- und 

Kurland vom Ende des 12. bis zum Ausgang des 18. Jahrhunderts. Reval: F. Kluge, 1887. 
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Fig. 3. The History of Baltic German 
literature. Cover. 2005

 covered the bibliography and content of Baltic building art.31 
In parallel with study of Baltic German art during its earliest 
period, appreciation is developing of its 20th century manifes-
tations. Studies by Estonian and Latvian art historians are in-
creasingly playing a role in modern-day studies of art; it must 
be emphasised that such studies are inclusive, treating the 
Baltic region as a multi-cultural environment.32 Thus, for ex-
ample, as a result of investigations of the palace at Rundāle 
(Ruhentahl), designed by the Italian architect, Francesco Bar-
tholomeo Rastrelli — which formerly belonged to the Dukes 
of Courland — many poorly understood, or forgotten pages 
of art in the Baltic, have been discovered in advance of its 
major refurbishment under the direction of Imants Lanc-
manis, an art historian and painter. According to the art his-
torian Elita Grosmane, for example, the myth has been ex-
posed as false that local art during the 17th century was 
deficient in the genre of portrait painting;33 today extensive 
studies are under way about art in the Baltic region during 
the Baroque period.34 

A new generation of researchers has grown up who are 
imbued with a considerable sense of irony and who have dis-

carded stereotypical and accepted views — the following researchers and publicists are 
among the most striking in terms of their work, Frank-Lothar Kroll, Armin von 
 Ungern-Sternberg, Ulrike Plath, Detlef Henning; this group of scholars was comple-
mented by Estonians and Latvians. A number of Baltic German periodicals continue 
to appear, for example, Baltische Briefe (from 1948 onwards), Mitteilungen aus balti-
schem Leben (from 2011 onwards), and collections of scholarly papers, for example, 
Jahrbuch des baltischen Deutschtums (from 1954 onwards) and Baltisches Seminar 
(from 1996 onwards) are published often; conferences are held35 together with regular 
events such as the Baltic German Days in Latvia. Research centres play an important 
role in the study of the history of this community: the Carl-Schirren-Gesellschaft in 
Lüneburg, as well as the Herder-Institut in Marburg, and the institution Die Deutsch-

31 Campe, P. Lexikon liv- und kurländischer Baumeister, Bauhandwerker und Baugestalter von 1400–1850. 2 Bd. 
Stockholm: [b.i.], 1951–1957. 

32 Kļaviņš, E. (Ed.). Art History of Latvia. Rīga: Institute of the Latvian Academy of Art: Art History Research 
Foundation, 2014.

33 Grosmane, E. Malerei und Skulptur des Barocks in Lettland. Stand und Perspektiven der Forschung. Kunst 
und Architektur im Baltikum in der Schwedenzeit und andere Studien zur baltischen Kunstgeschichte. Loit, A., 
Larsson, L. O. (Hrsg.). Kiel: Centre of Baltic Studies, [1993], pp. 77–87 (Acta Universitatis Stockholmiensis 
Studia Baltica Stockholmiensia, No. 12). 

34 Grosmane, E. Kurzemes baroka tēlniecība, 1660–1740. Rīga: Jumava, 2002.
35 Thus the series of articles about literary science published in Berlin by the Duncker & Humblot publishing 

house, “Literarische Landschaften”, provides evidence for sustained interest in issues concerning the Baltic 
region, see, for example, the 11th  volume: Deutschsprachige Literatur im Baltikum und in Sankt Petersburg. 
Gottzmann, C. L. (Hrsg.). Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 2010.
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Baltische Genealogische Gesellschaft in Darmstadt. Baltic German societies play an im-
portant public role, encouraging popular appreciation of Baltic German culture by 
stimulating interest in Latvia about their country’s past. In recent years, a new section 
of the Riga Baltic German Society, Domus Rigensis, has been created, which comprises 
young people, and this indicates that the society has good potential for future growth.

The origin of Baltic German culture

The rise of Baltic German culture during the Middle Ages was related to an ex-
pansion in commercial ties and the presence of Christian missionaries during the pe-
riod of the Crusades: the art historian Wilhelm Neumann has written of them, “they 
had the task of unifying the lands into a state structure and to implant the culture of 
their homeland”.36 The first stone castle was built at the end of the 12th century at 
Ikšķile (Uexküll), while during the 13th century towns appeared due to an increase in 
numbers of crusaders in the Baltic region as fortified centres of daily spiritual and 
 secular life. In 1201, the foundations of Riga were laid at a site in the estuary of the 
Daugava River. Continued military campaigns led to creation of the Livonian Con-
federation located on the territory of modern-day Estonia and Latvia, which enjoyed 
strong links with feudal German states, and with the Holy Roman Empire. The style of 
buildings in Northern Germany had a strong influence on the churches and cathedrals 
which were built later, as well as on the network of monasteries which came into 
being; secular buildings also came under this influence, particularly in earliest times, 
as they were the work of master craftsmen coming from Gotland and Westphalia. The 
presence of German culture is seen to be in greatest evidence in the landscape of con-
temporary Latvia in the form of massive castles, castle ruins and in the centre of towns 
and cities. 

The oldest surviving documents from the Livonian period date from 1209; it is 
credible that the first local calendars were produced at this time.37 The Chronicles are 
typical of literature in the Baltic region during the Middle Ages — and were generated 
over several centuries. Heinrici Cronicon Lyvoniae (The Chronicle of Henry of Livonia, 
1220s)38 and Livländische Reimchronik (The Rhymed Chronicle, 1290s)39 describe the 
Crusades and the resistance to foreigners put up by the indigenous peoples. Ever since 
the second half of the 19th century, the age of National Awakening, they have served as 
a source to reconstruct Latvian history. The chronicles were to become important in 
later centuries, but already during the Baroque period they could be evaluated as the 

36 “Ihnen sollte es vorbehalten sein, die Lande zu einem staatlichen Körper zu vereinigen und die Kultur der 
Heimat hierher zu verpflanzen”, Neumann, W. Grundriss einer Geschichte der bildenden Künste, S. 1.

37 The oldest of these — dating from around 1380, was kept safely within the Altar of the Sacred Cross in the 
Riga (Dom) Cathedral in Rīga, which was used in holding morning Masses.

38 Henricus Lettus. The Chronicle of Henry of Livonia. Brundage, J. A. (transl., ed.). Columbia University Press, 
2003; Crusading and Chronicle Writing on the Medieval Baltic Frontier: A Companion to the Chronicle of 
Henry of Livonia. Tamm, M., Kaljundi, L., Jensen, C. S. (eds.). Surrey: Ashgate, 2011.

39 The Livonian Rhymed Chronicle. Smith, J. C., Urban, W. L. (transl., eds.). Routledge, 1997.
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scholarly historiography.40 The first history of the Latvian people in the German lan-
guage was written during this period (1649).41 

Study of the earliest examples of Baltic German fiction  began considerably later as 
the historian Arnolds Spekke noted in his memoirs: “Historians in Livonia largely re-
corded rights and privileges, and described political events producing source docu-
ments (…) they were less interested in cultural history and as regards aesthetic and 
lite rary matters (…) these Baltic Germans showed very little interest.”42 A dissertation 
by A. Spekke on the subject of a poem by Basilius Plinius, a humanist from Riga, En-
comium inclitae civitatis Rigae metropolis Livoniae (An encomium to Riga) (1595), was 
published in 1927.43 This poem evoked considerable public interest, and less than a 
decade later, the first anthology was published, compiled by Lutz Mackensen, of early 
Baltic German poetry (up to the turn of the 16th/17th centuries).44 This collection con-
sisted of short works of variable quality, which showed a generally interesting, even 
subtle, local beginning to Baltic German literature during the late mediaeval and early 
Renaissance period, even if it was often based on the literary tradition of Lübeck or 
more broadly of the Hanseatic League. The oldest texts consist of Catholic hymns and 
allegories of foreign origin about windmills, the wheel of fortune and the game of 
chess; epigrams treat security issues, including dealing with book thieves and offer 
guidance on health care. Some of the texts provide insight into how the Reformation 
progressed, events during the Livonian War were described; they reflect the material 
and theological interests underpinning struggles between local Germans. Rebecca 
Wagner Oettinger, a researcher of music and poetry, has pointed out that, during the 
Reformation period, songs became central to Protestantism, they were sung in taverns, 
they reached a wide audience, were transported abroad and spread throughout all of 
the German-speaking part of Europe.45

The invention by Johannes Gutenberg (1450) of printing using moveable type was 
undoubtedly a significant turning point in the production of books in Europe; repro-
duction of books was made easier, simpler and cheaper, and promoted the spread of 
books in the Baltic region in addition to increasing the number of readers of books, 
which also entered public and home libraries in greater numbers. The Academic 
 Library of the University of Latvia has several specimens of these early publications, or 
incunabula — a book from 1460 printed in Mainz, Gutenberg dictionaries and text 
books for learning Latin, and a book printed during the 15th century in Basel which 
once was in the collections of books held at home by the lawyer Reinhold Soltrump.46 

40 For more details about this and other sources, see: Geschichte der deutschbaltischen Geschichtsschreibung. 
Rauch, G. von (Hrsg.). Köln, Wien: Böhlau, 1986.

41 Einhorn, P. Historia Lettica. Dorpt in Liefland: J. Vogel, 1649.
42 Spekke, A. Atmiņu brīži. [Stockholm]: Zelta Ābele, 1967, 175. lpp.
43 Spekke, A. Alt-Riga im Lichte eines humanistischen Lobgedichts vom Jahre 1595 (Bas. Plinius, Encomium 

Rigae). Riga: W. F. Häcker, 1927. 
44 Mackensen, L. Baltische Texte der Frühzeit. Riga: E. Plates, 1936.
45 Oettinger, R. W. Music as Propoganda in the German Reformation. Burlington: Ashgate, 2004.
46 For more details see: Taimiņa, A. 15. gs. metāla griezuma jeb “skrošu” gravīras un Rīgas patricieša Reinholda 

Soltrumpa grāmatu likteņi. Vēstījums ar atkāpēm par Aglonas bazilikas bibliotēkā jaunatrasto inkunābulu. 
Mākslas Vēsture un Teorija, Nr. 2, 2004, 5.–20. lpp.
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This was a time when the first pharmacies were opened in Riga, fire regulations were 
developed for the city of Riga, which called for only stone buildings to be located in 
the city centre, and this was also a time when the indingenous peoples consolidated — 
differentiation by different tribes disappeared from documents, and were replaced 
with terms such as rustics, people, non-Germans (Undeutsche), and later — Latvians.

German culture in the Baltic during the 16th and 17th centuries: 
Reformation, Late Renaissance and Baroque periods

These two centuries represent a period in history characterised by important 
changes. The Livonian state based on the German Order ceased to exist in the mid-16th 
century following the Livonian War and all of its constituent territories became part of 
the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, while the Duchy of Courland became its 
 vassal state. Livonia came under Swedish rule at the beginning of the 17th century, and 
the Swedes retained their rights to Livonia for the following one hundred years, until 
during the course of the Northern War, first Riga (in 1710), and then all of Livonia be-
came the property of Russia. 

New spiritual songs in the language of the people appeared during the Refor-
mation period encouraged by Martin Luther and following his example. The Re-
formation began in Riga in 1521, with the arrival of Andreas Knöpken (also Knepke), 
who acted on the recommendation of Philipp Melanchthon, friend of Martin Luther, 
after finishing his studies with the reformer Johannes Bugenhagen, whereupon he 
started to preach Protestantism. In 1530, Johannes Briesmann, a friend and student of 

Fig. 4. The collection of books from the home library of 
Reinhold Soltrump, held by the LU AB (Source: Taimiņa, A. 
15. gs. metāla griezuma jeb “skrošu” gravīras un Rīgas patricieša 
Reinholda Soltrumpa grāmatu likteņi. Vēstījums ar atkāpēm par 
Aglonas bazilikas bibliotēkā jaunatrasto inkunābulu. Mākslas 
Vēsture un Teorija, No. 2, 2004, 5.–20. lpp.) 

Fig. 5.  A drawing by Reinhold Soltrump found in a book that he owned (Nicolaus de Ausmo. Supplementum 
summae Pisanellae et Canones poenitentiales fratres Astensis. Köln: Konrad Winters von Hombroch, 1479). 
Source: LU AB collection LAB IK 147, R 2496
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 Martin Luther and a pastor at Riga Dom Cathedral, worked out religious services to be 
followed by Protestant parishes, which was published as well as a Lutheran hymnal 
compiled by Sylvester Tegetmeier and Andreas Knöpken.47 

It is possible that there was a certain impact on the propagation of ideas of the 
Reformation and an increase in the popularity of spiritual songs in the Baltic region 
was the result of the singing movement (“Singbewegung”) led by the reformer Joachim 
Slüter; as noted by the Swedish musicologist Folke Bohlin, this movement spread 
throughout the area where Low German was spoken and the territory of the former 
Hanseatic League, hence, also Livonia.48 Joseph Herl, who has studied the earliest 
 German hymnals, points to the fact that records show these to have been in use by 
parish members already during the period of the Reformation in Riga, Rostock, and 
Strasbourg — which was unusually early (!). Thus, the following poem published in a 
hymnal of 1537 clearly demonstrates that the book was intended for a German parish: 

Geistlich sanckbuechlein man mich nent,
Zu Riga jn Lyfflandt wol kent,
Da selb byn ich Christlicher gemein,
Zu dienst wan sy singen jn eynn
Vnd sunderlich der lieben Jugent,
Sye sich vleyst Christlicher tugent.

[I am called a little hymnal,/ well-known in Riga, in Livonia,/ where I am in use by 
a Christian parish,/ when they sing,/ and most particularly by our precious youth,/ 
when they exercise Christian virtues.]49

By way of comparison, hymnals were in general use in cities throughout Europe 
only after the advent of a rise in literacy at the end of the 17th century, and considerably 
later in rural areas. 

The 17th century Riga edition of a German hymnal (1664) published during the 
period of Swedish rule is particularly important for its poetry. This book of hymns 
 illustrates the notion of personal piety typical of the Baroque era — the text of 
82 hymns in this collection begins with the word Ich — “I”, with texts more subjective 
and philosophically more profound, their authors being the flower of 17th century 
 Baroque German poets: Johann Rist, Simon Dach, Paul Gerhardt, Paul Fleming, and 
others.50 Fleming, who in biographical terms is associated with the Baltic region, is 
considered to have been the one who cultivated German literary tradition in Livonia, 
and he possibly also spent a brief period in Riga.51 The new Baroque book of hymns 

47 Geffcken, J. Kirchendienstordnung und Gesangbuch der Stadt Riga nach den ältesten Ausgaben von 1530 flgg. 
kritisch bearbeitet und mit einer geschichtlichen Einleitung herausgegeben. Hannover: Rümpler, 1862, S. X–XI.

48 Bohlin, F. Die reformatorische Singbewegung im Ostseeraum. Das geistliche Lied im Ostseeraum. Ochs, E., 
Werbeck, W., Winkler, L. (Hrsg.). Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Bern, u.a., 2004, p. 49.

49 Herl, J. Worship Wars in Early Lutheranism. Choir, Congregation and three centuries of conflict. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2004, p. 103.

50 Berkholz, C. A. Zur Geschichte des Rigachen Gesangbuches. Riga: Häcker, 1878, S. 26–32.
51 For details of the role played by Fleming in the Baltic region, see: Paul Fleming und das literarische Feld der 

Stadt Tallinn in der Frühen Neuzeit. Zum Sprach-, Literatur- und Kulturkontakt einer Region. Tarvas, M.,  
(Hrsg.). Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2011.
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enjoyed  several repeated printings and was in use at Baltic German parishes for the 
next 127 years.

The work of Burkard Waldis, who has already been mentioned above, is associated 
with the period of the Reformation. A former Franciscan monk, a Protestant and a 
moulder of churns, he hailed from Riga and was not only the author of a carnival play 
about the Prodigal Son, but also an early writer of German fables52 and spiritual songs. 
All Waldis’ compositions are remarkable for their originality, for example, in the col-
lection Psalter (Psalms, 1553), the first book by a single author of spiritual poetry in 
German literature, 86 different strophes are employed for the text of 155 songs, and 
this level of experimentation with rhythm and sound will be typical of European po-
etry only one hundred years later.53 In Riga Waldis got involved in political intrigues 
and was accused of witchcraft, related in an apocryphal story: “In 1531, Burkhard 
Waldis, who moulded churns, laid a curse on his wife who had left him and who fled 
aboard a ship. (…) Once this ship had set sail, it remained unable to move forward in 
the Gulf of Riga for 3 days, despite a good tailwind, and was overtaken by other ves-
sels. The Captain readied a plank to which he intended to nail the wife and cast her 
into the sea, when a certain Bertold came to the rescue with a counter-spell, having all 
on board put their right shoe on their left foot, to remove their clothes and then put 
them on back to front. The ship then moved forward uncontrollably, and nearly ran 
ashore in Gotland.”54 

A group of humanists formed in Riga near the end of the 16th century. Its core 
members were physicians, pastors, and schoolteachers, who promoted the New Latin 
literary tradition. They wrote poetry and treatises dealing with philosophical and 
 ethical issues, and had a passion for the natural sciences and geography. During these 
times when, in the words of the Romanian literary scientist, Adrian Marino, it was pos-
sible to master knowledge in its entirety, and this was no utopia as the 20th century was 
still distant.55 The activities of the humanists was a stimulus that resulted in the start of 
publishing in the city. New books were also needed for the modernised Riga Dom 
School. With an increase in trade and change of allegiance almost everywhere in the 
Baltic, including in Riga, due to the Livonian War, becoming a part of the Polish–Lith-
uanian Commonwealth, the amount of documents generated by the city Council in-
creased substantially. The first printing house started to work in Riga in 1588. Eleven 
years later a book, Discursus de incertitudine rerum humanarum (On the Uncertainty 
of Human Affairs: Discursive Thought, Theology, Ethics, History, (1599), a philoso ph-
ical theological work by Georg Ziegler was at the time one of the most widely translated 
works, popularly known as A Mirror of the World; a second book was a  publication in 

52 The collection “Esopus” (published in 1548, repeated in 1555, 1557) comprised 400 fables, which are 
partially based on topics found in works by Ovid, Aesop, Phaedrus, and others; Livonia is mentioned in 30 
of these fables.

53 Riordan, J. L. The status of the Burkhard Waldis studies. Modern Language Quarterly, Vol. 2, 1941, pp. 279–
281. 

54 Straubergs, K. Latviešu buramie vārdi. Rīga: Latviešu folkloras krātuve, 1939, 57. lpp.
55 Marino, A. The Biography of “The idea of Literature”. From Antiquity to the Baroque. New York: State 

University of New York Press, 1991, p. 104.
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German, Weltspiegel, menniglichen zu diesen letzten Zeiten für Augen gestellet und aus 
heiliger Göttlicher Schrift und aller Welt fürnembsten, nützlichsten und lieblichsten His-
torien beschrieben (All the world’s most memorable, most useful, and loveliest histo-
ries, which were seen at the end of these last ages, and described in holy scripture, 
1599). This work by Ziegler was soon also published in Stettin (1606), Stockholm 
(1620), Lüneburg (1638), Amsterdam (1663), and translated into Swedish and  Flemish. 

Basilius Plinius, the city physician of Riga, was another humanist whose poetry in 
Latin, Encomium inclitae Civitatis Rigae Metropolis Livoniae (An Encomium to Riga, 
the Metropolis of Livonia, 1595) is a brilliant tribute to his native city.56 Literary works 
dedicated to cities was a genre typical for the Renaissance period throughout Europe; 
the work by Plinius was by no means the only one in Riga, but it was the best one. It 
was written during his time of studies in Wittenberg. The poem is filled with light, 
colour ful, overflowing with people and goods, it flickers and  ripples testifying to the 
excellent education of the author and the broad extent of his knowledge: this is not 
only evident from its form (Plinius makes use of the classical elegiac distich), but also 
from its content (with Biblical and ancient mythological allusions, detailed descrip-
tions of the organs and  fortifications of the city, as well as a retrospect at Baltic his-
tory) and in its manner of expression. The professional rhyme demonstrates a feeling 
for the period. The city as a body which gives birth, protects and provides for people, is 
an image present in the most ancient of myths. However, starting with the 12th century 
works by John of Salisbury, the city is allegorically linked, on the basis of the pre-
conceptions of the Middle Ages, with parts of the body — the church is its head, the 
stomach is the market, and its hands and feet — residential homes.57 In sustaining this 
preconception, Plinius takes one step forward, providing a detailed description of the 
innards of a living body: “So far have I sung the body of our city,/ her bones and mar-
row, blood and hue and shade,/ but now will I sing of the sinews that bind/ with 
strength her limbs and body”.58 

The first studies in the Baltic region’s mythology, Latvian linguistics and Latvian 
poetics were made during the 17th century; this is also a period of Baltic cartography, 
the first chemical analyses were done and the first survey of mineral resources. Collec-
tions of books from the Riga City Library (founded in 1524) and the library of the 
Dukes of Courland, mostly in German, testify to what were the notions then current 
about science and technology.59

56 This encomium can be found in original Latin, and in a good translation into Latvian (by L. Briedis), 
German (by M. Knoll), English (by P. Cedriņš) and Russian (by L. Azarova) versions, with afterwords by 
L. Azarova, G. Straube, and I. Ķemere in: Bazilija Plīnija Slavas dziesma Rīgai 1595 = Ruhmgesang auf Riga = 
Oдичecкая песнь Риге = The Encomium to Rīga. Rīga: Latvijas Kultūras fonds, Jumava, 1997. 

57 Sennett, R. Flesh and Stone. The Body and the City in the Western Civilization. New York, London: 
W. W. Norton & Company, 1996, p. 23.

58 The text has been recast into Latvian by L. Briedis: Bazilija Plīnija Slavas dziesma Rīgai 1595, this excerpt 
at p. 114; with the English text due to P. Cedriņš, ibid., at p. 386: and with the Latin original, ibid., at p. 49: 
“Hactenus est orbis mihi corpus, fanguis, & ossa,/ Viscera, cumq; suo dicta colore caro./ Iam validos neruos 
quibus est constructa potenter,/ Membrorum & nexuconstabilita canam.” 

59 The first of these works has survived only partially intact and is held by the Academic Library of the 
University of Latvia in its collection of rare books and hand-written manuscripts; the second is found at the 
Collection in St. Petersburg of the Russian Academy of Sciences.
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The politician, poet, and composer Gustav von Mengden, an aristocrat, represents 
a personality typical of the 17th century, of the Baroque period, uniting many traits  in 
his person — bold, mysterious, and profoundly pious, with musical and literary talent. 
As the head of a delegation of the nobility of Livonia he opposed the policy that the 
Swedes had started to introduce in terms of the expropriation of estates in the interest 
of the Crown and composed a satirical poem about five Swedish bureaucrats acting as 
members of a committee De fief Düwelskinder (Five Children of the Devil, circa 
1680),60 which fell into the hands of King Charles XI of Sweden, with a death sentence 
passed in absentia on the anonymous author of the work. Once it became known that 
the author was an aristocrat the King commuted the sentence to a symbolic form of a 
hangman’s noose — a gold chain. Most of the literary works by Mengden consist of 
spiritual poems, including a collection of sonnets61 and the Psalms of David set to 
 music.62 Mengden also composed songs, but, as the music historian Ieva Pauloviča 
notes, they were “beautiful arias including elements which were novelties at that time 
(…) but which were beyond the technical abilities of a parish choir”.63 

Culture during the Baroque era did not lack for theatricality, and over-blown 
splendour, yet all festive occasions had to conform to strict guidelines worked out in 
advance. Johann von Besser, son of a clergyman in Courland, created works of Euro-
pean scope in this genre. As a member of a diplomatic mission to London (1684/1685), 
he witnessed the coronation of King James II (23 April 1685). This so impressed Besser 
that he started to study meticulous organisation of ceremonies, and, as evidently he 
was sufficiently talented that he was invited to plan the ceremonial inauguration of 
Halle University,64 the ceremonial greeting of Tsar Peter I on his arrival in Königsberg, 
and the coronation of King Friedrich I of Prussia in 1701.65 This did not prevent Besser 
from writing frivolous pieces such as, Ruhestatt der Liebe oder die schooß der Geliebten 
(“The repose of love or the bosom of the beloved”, 1697), which enthused the German 
philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. The prudish 19th century judged this piece to 
be tasteless pornography.66

The same rise in court culture experienced in Western Europe during the 17th cen-
tury did not occur in the Baltic region, yet historians still rate very highly this period 
in the life of the Duchy of Courland. For example, Duke Friedrich Kasimir Kettler of 
Courland greatly appreciated music, and Johann Fischer, who continued the tradition 
of Giovanni Batista Lulli, a violinist, born in Augsburg, master composer of French 
suites worked as conductor (Kapellmeister) at his court for the last seven years of the 
final decade of this century; furthermore, fees for his compositions were paid by the 
Large Guild of Riga. Fischer departed from the Baltic at the end of the century.67 

60 The text has been published as: Das Baltische Dichterbuch. Grotthuß, J. E., von (Hrsg.). Reval: F. Kluge, 1895, 
S. 89–92.

61 Sonntages Gedanken eines Christen, 1686.
62 Der verfolgte errettete und lobsingende David, 1686.
63 Pauloviča, I. Garīgā mūzika Vidzemē Zviedrijas lielvalsts vēlīnajā posmā (1660–1710). Promocijas darbs. 

Rīga: LKA, 2009, 122.–123. lpp.
64 Beschreibung Der Ceremonien, Mit welchen Die Neue Chur-Fürstl. Brandenb. Friderichs Universität zu Halle 

Im Hertzogthumb Magdeburg Den 1/1ten Juli 1694 inauguriret worden. Halle, 1694. 
65 Preußische Krönungs-Geschichte... Cölln an der Spree, 1702.
66 Wilpert, G. von. Deutschbaltische Literaturgeschichte, S. 97.
67 Scheunchen, H. Die Musikgeschichte der Deutschen in den Baltischen Landen, S. 141.
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The 16th and 17th centuries constituted a very busy period for building activities in 
Courland. Goldsmiths prospered, and in this sense Jelgava (Mitau) became the second 
largest city after Riga; goldsmiths worked successfully in other places in Courland — 
in Aizpute (Hasenpoth) and in Kuldīga (Goldingen), and the Duke Jacob of Courland 
concluded an agreement with King Frederik III of Denmark to acquire gold, copper 
and iron from mines in Norway.68 

The Baroque period in the Baltic region is for researchers one of the most fascinat-
ing periods of cultural history rich with changes in traditions: this is partially due to 
Polish, Swedish, and, of course, German culture, but also indirectly French and Italian, 
Danish, and Norwegian culture, and local traditions cannot be ignored. This diversity 
of styles is well described by the art historian Elita Grosmane as: “… in addition to the 
arrival of colonial authorities a gallery of portraits of Swedish kings was brought [to 
Riga], these based on copper engravings and other examples. Were these portraits 
then to be taken as typical of the Swedish school of painting? Or did the most impor-
tant influence on painting in Sweden, as well as in Latvia, derive from the Dutch 
school of painting? In this way migration by artists went hand-in-hand with prevailing 
trends in painting during the Baroque period.”69

Baltic German culture at the start of the 18th and the 19th centuries:  
The Age of the Enlightenment and Early Romanticism

The first years of the 18th century were a time of devastation in the Baltic region. 
Livonia became part of the Russian Empire already in 1710, while Courland — at the 
end of the century as part of the Third Partition of the Commonwealth of Poland–
Lithuania (1795). The Great Northern War and the last epidemic of the Black Death in 
1710 reduced the population by at least two-thirds, and numbers recovered only dur-
ing the second half of the century. Empty farmsteads and unfilled job vacancies pro-
moted migration by the population. In mid-century (1762), Tsarina Catherine II of 
Russia even invited peasants from neighbouring states to move to Russia. Job-seekers 
arrived from Saxony-Thuringia and the port cities of Germany and East Prussia; in the 
Baltic region these persons were joined by new university graduates. Members of the 
new Baltic German generation pursued their higher studies at centres of Enlighten-
ment — at universities in Jena, Halle, Göttingen, and Leipzig.70 

68 Vilite, V. Silver from Latvia. Kunst und Architektur im Baltikum in der Schwedenzeit und andere Studien zur 
baltischen Kunstgeschichte. Loit, A., Larsson, L. O. (Hrsg.). Kiel: Centre of Baltic Studies, 1993, p. 9 (Acta 
Universitatis Stockholmiensis Studia Baltica Stockholmiensia, Nr. 12).

69 “(...) kam mit der Kolonialmacht eine Porträtgalerie von schwedischen Königen hierher, die nach Kupferstichen 
und anderen Vorbildern gemalt worden waren. Sind diese Porträts nun für die schwedische Malereischule 
typisch? Oder kamen damals die wichtigsten Einflüsse für Schweden wie auch für Lettland von der hol-
ländischen Malerei? So verschmolzt die Künstleremigration mit den herrschenden Strömungen in der Malerei 
des Barockzeitalters”. Grosmane, E. Malerei und Skulptur des Barocks in Lettland, S. 84.

70 Cf. Tering, A. Die Ausbildung der baltischen Prediger an deutschen Universtäten im 18. Jahrhundert, be son-
ders in Halle. Halle und Osteuropa. Zu europäischen Ausstrahlung des hallischen Pietismus. Wallmann, J., von, 
Sträter, U. (Hrsg.). Halle, Tübingen: Verlag der Franckeschen Stiftungen und Max Niemeyer, 1998, S. 129–145.
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A substantial layer of society comes into being composed of well-educated indi-
viduals unaffiliated with the Baltic nobility — clergymen, lawyers, medical doctors, 
gymnasium and lyceum teachers, and later, during the 19th century, they were joined 
by head foresters, architects and graduate engineers. These were creative individuals 
who were interested in cultural, political, and social issues, the so-called men of let-
ters.71 German society in the Baltic region flourished during the second half of the 18th 
century, and in terms of circulation of ideas there was no longer any disparity at that 
time between the situation in the Baltic region and in its spiritual centre — German-
speaking Europe. The Enlightenment period demonstrates the unity of the European 
world of science and culture. Information circulated incessantly overcoming political 
and language barriers, with the personality of those transmitting information being 
decisive. Innovations spread through travel, contacts between associations, and 
through the agency of non-specialist periodicals. Thus, Gotthard Friedrich Stender, 
son of a clergyman from Courland, whilst living in Copenhagen, found out about 
washing machines just invented in England, had one made for his use, and then pub-
lished an article in the German press about practical use of this machine in the house-
hold. This was the first article about a mechanical washing machine to appear in the 
German-speaking world,72 and, thereby, Stender, a pastor, writer, and linguist from 
Courland, left his mark in the history of the Technical Enlightenment of Europe. 
 Systematic study of the Baltic region began: in terms of cartography, hydrology, 
 astronomy, meteorology, and balneology. The first scientific studies also appeared 
about Livonia and Courland, and somewhat later, about Latgalia.73

It is usual to consider Riga to have been the centre for spread of ideas of the En-
lightenment in the Baltic region, an Academy, named after Duke Peter of Courland, 
was founded in 1775, in Jelgava, in the hope of soon establishing a university; most of 
the teaching staff had been hired from abroad.74 This institution entered the area of 
centres of science at the end of the 18th century, and its staff members engaged in 
 serious research in several fields — Johann Jacob Ferber in mineralogy and mining — 
Johann Melchior Beseke in pedagogy, philosophy, botany, zoology, and chemistry — 
Wilhelm Gottlieb Friedrich Beitler, in mathematics and astronomy, who, furthermore, 

71 For more details see: Lenz, W. Der baltische Literatenstand. Marburg: als Manuskript gedruckt mit Unter-
stützung der Baltischen Historischen Kommission, 1953. 

72 Stender. Beschreibung der neuen höchstbequemen Waschmaschine. Gelehrte und politische Zeitung. Königs-
berg, 1756, St. 56 von 15.07, S. 266.

73 Fischer, F. B. Versuch einer Naturgeschichte von Livland, 1778; J. J. Ferber, Einige Anmerkungen zur 
physischen Erdbeschreibung von Kurland, 1784; G. von Manteuffel, Polnisch Livland, 1869, from: Stradiņš, J. 
Verbindungen zwischen Lettland und den Deutschen auf dem Gebiet der Wissenschaft. Tausend Jahre 
Nach barschaft. Die Völker des baltischen Raumes und die Deutschen. Schlau, W., von (Hrsg.). München: 
Bruckmann, 1995, S. 287.

74 J. G. Sulzer — from Berlin, a member of the German Enlightenment who drafted the statuetes, additionally,  
Doctor of Laws, J. M. G. Beseke — from Halle, Instructor of Greek and Lecturer in Literature, J. B. Koppe — 
from Göttingen, Professor of History, H. Jaeger, and Professor of Mathematics, V.  G.  F.  Beitler  — from 
Tübingen, J. J. Ferber from Uppsala, where he was a student of Carl Linnaeus, Professor of Phil-
osophy, G.  D.  Hartmann — from Wittenberg; for an overview of the institution see: Meyer,  W. Die 
Gründungsgeschichte der Academia Petrina in Mitau: ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Aufklärungszeit in 
Kurland. Königsberg, 1921.
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together with his assistant, the mechanic Ernest Johann Bienemann, built the first 
 astronomical observatory in the Baltic region (1784).75 

Courland and Livonia became venues for a lively exchange of ideas — Johann 
Gottfried Herder spent five years in Riga working as a teacher and clergyman; the 
phil osopher and virtuoso player of the lute, Johann Georg Hamann, also headed the 
first German newspaper in Jelgava (1765), at the same time working as private tutor. 
During the second half of the century, Johann Friedrich Hartknoch, a book seller and 
publisher, moved to Jelgava, and later to Riga, to take up permanent residence, and 
made the latter into a centre important for European culture in terms of first publica-
tions issued — he published the works of Johann Gottfried Herder, Johann Georg 
 Hamann, and Johann Heinrich Lambert, as well as Immanuel Kant’s Kritik der reinen 
Vernunft (Critique of Pure Reason, 1781), and Kritik der praktischer Vernunft (Critique 
of Practical Reason, 1788). The first translations into German of works by Mikhail 
 Lomonosov appeared in Riga, as well as plays (anonymously, not divulging the transla-
tor’s name) written by the Empress of Russia, Catherine the Great (1787, 1788), etc.76

No institution of higher education was established in either Riga or Jelgava during 
the 18th century, yet delight in forming associations touched the Baltic region. Accord-
ing to the tradition of the age, inspired by contemporary German university student 
traditions, an association of former university students was founded in Riga by the 
trader Berens in his house, composed of himself and his brothers (founded 1754). The 
members of this circle consisted almost exclusively of graduates of the University of 
Königsberg, young men who were carried away by the ideas of the French En lighten-
ment. The group founded by Berens saw as visitors the already mentioned publisher 
Hartknoch, Johann Christoph Schwartz, who researched the legal history of Livonia, as 
well as the Rector of the Riga Dom School, Johann Gotthelf Lindner, who appreciated 
the genre of school drama. It is thanks to Lindner, that dramas were staged at the Dom 
School already in the midle of the 18th century as part of the educational curriculum. 
Lindner also himself wrote plays suitable for this genre — about historical themes, in-
cluding a play dedicated to the history of Livonia, Albert oder die Gründung der Stadt 
Riga (Albert or the Foundation of Riga, 1760), which could have been one source of 
inspiration for the romantic tale written by the Baltic German, Garlieb  Merkel, 
 Wannem Ymanta, eine lettische Sage (Vanems Imanta, a Latvian folk-tale, 1802).77 The 
works of Merkel78 left an impression on the Latvian awakening of the  second half of the 
19th century, when Latvians, in fact, reconstructed their cultural history “through 
 Merkel’s optics”, based on his portrayal of the history of colonialism in the Baltic, and 
of its indigenous peoples, Latvians and Estonians, as ancient peoples who had devel-

75 Stradiņš, J. Verbindungen zwischen Lettland und den Deutschen, S. 287.
76 Concerning Hartknoch, see: Taszus, C. Die Fürstlich privilegierte Hofbuchdruckerei Rudolstadt (1772–1824): 

ihre Beziehung zum Verlag Johann Friedrich Hartknoch d. J. und ihre Stellung im literarischen Deutschland. 
Eutin: Lumpeter & Lasel, 2001; about publications originating in Rīga, see: Poelchau, A. Der Verlag von 
Johann Friedrich Hartknoch, Buchhändler und Verleger: Mitau, 1762–1767, Riga 1767–1804: ein biblio-
graphischer Versuch. Riga, 1918.

77 Kalniņa, I. Imanta pirmsākumi Baltijas literatūrā. Varavīksne 1989. Rīga: Liesma, 1989, 153.–164. lpp.
78 Including also, Die Vorzeit Lieflands, ein Denkmal des Pfaffen- und Rittergeistes, 2 sēj., 1798/1799.
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oped their own social order and spiritual culture, with the German crusaders as bring-
ers of destruction and coercion, and their descendants — as the originators of the insti-
tution of serfdom. The work by Merkel, Die Letten, vorzüglich in Liefland, am Ende des 
philosophischen Jahrhunderts (Latvians, Specifically in Livonia, at the End of the Cen-
tury of Philosophy, 1796) became one of the most potent arguments in favour of end-
ing serfdom in the Baltic region already at the beginning of the 19th century. 

Following the example set in Western Europe, the first Freemason lodges were 
founded in Riga and Jelgava during the mid-18th century — founded in 1750, the 
Lodge in Riga Zum Polarstern / Zum Nordstern (The North Star) was the first Lodge in 
the Baltic region and in 1754 also in Jelgava Zum den drei gekrönten Schwerten (Three 
Crowned Swords).79 The essence of these organisations — development of self and so-
ciety — exactly conformed to one of the basic aims of the Enlightenment: to work for 
the benefit of society. Freemasons played a decisive role in the abolition of serfdom in 
the Baltic region already at the beginning of the 19th century, several decades before it 
was officially abolished throughout the Russian Empire. 

Reading societies were a characteristic feature of the Enlightenment in Europe, 
which stimulated the circulation of books and which ensured quick and convenient 
delivery of the desired books to peripheral regions. Thus, two tutors working in Livo-
nia, Wilhelm Christian Friebe and Johann Wilhelm Krause, founded in 1788 the Rural 
Reading Society (Landlesegesellschaft) in a peripheral parish in the district of Alūksne 
(Marienburg) with at least 20 members; most books were supplied by the already men-
tioned publisher in Riga, J. F. Hartknoch, with a 25% discount.80 

The Enlightenment period generated interest in unique local features and the 
 Baltic intelligentsia started to study their native land. Riga became a centre for Baltic 
historiography.81 A bright symbol of this period of research, collection, and classifica-
tion were the first premises in Riga designed specifically for use as a library located 
above the cloister of Riga Dom Church (1787). Information about the history, geogra-
phy, ethnology, society and the principles of management was published by August 
Wilhelm Hupel in multi-volume tomes.82 As a result of his stay in Riga J. G. Herder in-
cluded in his work Volkslieder nebst untermischten anderen Stücken (Folk songs, 
1778/1779), some 11 Latvian folk-songs which had been sent by Baltic German clergy-
men together with a short description of them. Gustav Bergmann, a clergyman from 
Rūjiena, is likely to have been one of the respondents, as a short time later he became 

79 For details about these developments see: Beförderer der Aufklärung in Mittel- und Osteuropa. Freimaurer, 
Gesellschaften, Clubs. Balásy, E. H., Hammermayer, L., Wagner, H., Wojtowicz, J. (Hrsg.). Essen: Reimar 
Hobbing Verlag, 1987.

80 Jürjo, I. Lesegesellschaften in den baltischen Provinzen im Zeitalter der Aufklärung. Mit besonderer 
Berücksichtigung der Lesegesellschaften von Hupel in Oberpahlen. Zeitschrift für Ostforschung, Jg. 39, H. 4, 
1990, S. 540–571; Jg. 40, H. 1, 1991, S. 28–56.

81 At the end of the 18th century, Wilhelm Christian Friebe became the first to summarise the findings about 
the history of the Baltic region: Handbuch der Geschichte Liv-, Est- und Kurlands, Bd. 1–5. Riga, 1791–1794.

82 Nordische Miscellaneen, Bd. 46, 1781–1798; Topographischen Nachrichten von Lief- und Ehstland, I–III, 
1774–1782. For details about Hupel see: Jürjo, I. Aufklärung im Baltikum. Leben und Werk des livländischen 
Gelehrten August Wilhelm Hupel (1737–1819). Köln, Weimar, Wien: Böhlau Verlag, 2006.
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the first to publish a collection of Latvian folk-
songs.83 Thus, the publication by Herder pro-
duced the impetus as well as an invitation to 
begin collecting Latvian folklore. During the 
period of the National Awakening, Latvians 
took over the lead role from Baltic Germans 
and successfully continued this activity. Never-
theless, the Baltic Germans did not lose their 
interest in folklore. A role in this is played by 
the Baltic German educational institution and 
research establishment created during the 
 inter-war period — the Herder Institute. Their 
collection of Baltic German folklore materials 
is still being collated and gradually brought up 
to date.84 

Unique regional elements also are evident 
in architecture. A new motif, typical of the 

 Baroque era, is the so-called mansard roof under which there was space for bedrooms 
or living rooms, magnificent Rococo style stoves and wall paintings; an elegant stair-
case from the Baroque period is still to be seen today at the Manor House of 
Ungurmuiža, which was built in 1738 following instructions by Baron von Campen-
hausen. It testifies to refined good taste and influences from the style at the court in St 
Petersburg.85 Up to the Baroque period of the 18th century the architecture of manor 
houses was similar to that of peasant homes, only much more spacious, with the only 
exceptions evident in ducal properties located in Courland; at the end of the 18th cen-
tury and during the 19th century, mansions of the Baltic gentry (the so-called Herren-
haus) appeared with distinctive classicism features — columns with the coat of arms 
in the frontispiece as a traditional decorative element. During the 19th century, the 
size of these buildings became progressively more overpowering vis-à-vis peasant 
houses.86

In terms of Baltic musical culture, the 18th century is marked by the presence of a 
number of scintillating personalities — at the beginning of the century the composer 
Johann Valentin Meder, was the organist at Riga Dom, and his Passion according to 
Matthew and solo cantata was composed in Riga, In tribulatione invocavimus (Have 

83 G. Bergmann published approximately 900 folk songs at the beginning of the 19th century, with the first 
volume, Sammlung ächt lettischer Sinngedichte, appearing in 1807 in Rūjiena.

84 Cf. Veröffentlichungen der volkskundlichen Forschungsstelle am Herderinstitut zu Riga, Bd. I–IX (1935–1939); 
Jahrbuch der volkskundlichen Forschungsstelle; Jahresberichte des Herder-Instituts zu Riga, 1939; part of the 
collection of German folklore material from the Baltic region is held by the Folklore Repository of the UL 
Institute for Literature, Folklore and Art; accessible at: http://garamantas.lv/lv/collection/index (site last 
visited 20.11.2016). 

85 Kraus, O. Die Gutshäuser im Baltikum. Beiträge zur Geschichte der Baltischen Kunst. Giessen: W. Schmitz 
Verlag, 1988, S. 146.

86 Krastiņš, J. Verbindungen zwischen Lettland und den Deutschen auf dem Gebiet der bildenden Kunst und 
der Architektur. Tausend Jahre Nachbarschaft, S. 275.

Fig. 6. Design for a library reading-room proposed 
by Christoph Haberland (Source: Lancmanis I. 
Kristofa Hāberlanda zālei — 220. Mākslas Vēsture un 
Teorija, Nr. 8, 2007, 58. lpp.)
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Mercy on Me). Johann Gottfried Müthel, one of the last students of Johann Sebastian 
Bach, worked in Riga, conducting the band of Otto Hermann von Vietinghoff, a secret 
adviser to the Tsar of Russia, and was organist at St Peter's Church and also composed 
music. However, Müthel was not the only person whose life was affected by Bach — 
there are many close links between Baltic Germans and the Bach family. Baltic Baron 
Keyserling paid Bach the largest royalty fee of his life for composing the Johann Gott-
lieb Goldberg variations — named after the tutor to the children of Hermann Carl von 
Keyserling — which helped shortening the Baron’s sleepless hours. Several other Baltic 
composers and organists are associated with the Bach family.87 Georg Michael Tele-
mann, grandson of Georg Phillip Telemann, was, in addition to being the Cantor of 
the City of Riga and music director, a composer in his own right, the author of organ 
chorales and fugues. Franz Adam Veichtner worked for 30 years in Jelgava at the court 
of the Dukes of Courland; Johann Adam Hiller visited Jelgava in 1785.

The period of the Enlightenment is relatively sparse in terms of Baltic German 
lite rature, apparently the focus was on journalism. Karl August Kütner, Professor at 
the Academia Petrina in Jelgava, who rendered in verses works of Homer, Horace, 
Theokritos, also introduced a completely new theme in the history of local poetry. He 
is the first to publish, in a pocket-sized book, an extensive collection of poems dedi-
cated to Courland and its history,88 describing wine making in Sabile, the history of 
Courland — the Crusades, the descendants of the aristocracy of the Cours, the battle 
at Durbe, and Walter von Plettenberg, the last Master of the Livonian Order and an 
icon of the Baltic German community. 

The Age of the Enlightenment also leads to aristocratic families and the landed gen-
try to pay attention to educating young ladies over and above the conventional range of 
skills — reading, writing, dancing, and prayers. They were taught foreign languages, 
given knowledge of history, geography, and the arts; broadening of their intellectual ho-
rizons influenced literary topics, relegating meditative texts and poetry for festive occa-
sions to the periphery. Sentimentality at the turn of the century favoured keeping a 
diary and letter writing; revelation of their adventures and experiences, without re-
counting the series of events being the principal reason for producing literary texts. 
Works composed by women were able to surpass the confines of religious literature; a 
particularly brilliant example was furnished by the works of Elisa von der Recke, a Bal-
tic German writer and diplomat, half-sister of Dorothea von Biron, Duchess of Cour-
land. Recke entered the history of European ideas with her article revealing the identity 
of the charlatan and impostor Giuseppe Balsamo Cagliostro,89 which she wrote on the 
basis of her own experience and reflections shortly after Cagliostro visited Jelgava. This 
article was soon translated into several languages, and Recke gained the special atten-
tion of Tsarina Catherine the Great of Russia. However, in my opinion her diaries are 

87 Scheunchen, H. Die Musikgeschichte der Deutschen in den Baltischen Landen, S. 144–146.
88 Kuronia oder: Dichtungen und Gemälde aus den ältesten kurländischen Zeiten, 1791; Kurona, Dichtungen und 

Gemälde aus der nordischen Vorzeit, I–II, 1793.
89 Nachricht von des berüchtigten Cagliostro Aufenthalt in Mitau im Jahre 1779 und von dessen magischen 

Opera tionen. Berlin, 1787.
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her most significant works,90 as are accounts of her 
travels,91 which provide insight into the life of the 
landed gentry of Courland at the turn of the 18th and 
19th centuries, as well as that of European diplomatic 
circles and literary salons, in addition to assessing 
the disastrous consequences of the French invasion 
in Italy. The traditions of women’s literature were up-
held by the extravagant Barbara von Krüdener, a re-
ligious mystic, who supported unfortunates, was an 
adventurer, and daughter of Otto von Vietinghoff, 
builder of the Riga City Theatre; she, too, left a diary 
which has not been published as yet.92 

The name of Jacob Michael Reinhold Lenz, a 
Baltic German poet and playwright, born in Ces-
vaine, is associated with the Age of Enlightenment 
and has evoked the widest resonance in the world. 
During the “Sturm und Drang” period, Lenz, a 
friend of Herder, Goethe, and later — of Karamzin 
was afflicted with mental disorder. The circum-
stances of his death are still unclear (he was found 

dead in a Moscow street). His odd fate and illness have overshadowed his literary con-
tributions. Most frequently, the first of these, and rarely the second, have aroused in-
terest by writers and composers. It is enough to examine the story “Lenz” (1836) by 
the German writer Georg Bühner to become convinced of this. Several literary figures 
created by Bühner resemble Lenz, also Woyzek and Danton, complex, split personali-
ties, driven by restlessness and internal unease, tangled in contradictions, resolving 
their own relationships and global ones as well. The world is not a refuge, nor is nature; 
life on this earth resembles a torture chamber and propels troubled spirits forward in 
an unknown direction. Will death be a release? There is no answer, the race has no 
end. Karl Gutzkow has written about Bühner as follows: “Bühner studied medicine. 
His imagination played with the misery of people into which they had fallen through 
disease; mental disorders had to serve as the backdrop for his wit.” Additionally: 
“ Bühner disciplined his poetic power by recourse to philosophy, and in philosophising 
he shined light into the darkest recesses of memory.”93 Bühner’s plays mirrored his own 

90 Tagebücher und Selbstzeugnisse. Träger, Ch. (Hrsg.). Leipzig: Koehler & Amelang, 1984.
91 Tagebuch einer Reise durch einen Theil Deutschlands und durch Italien, in den Jahren 1804 bis 1806. Von Elisa 

von der Recke, gebornen Reichsgräfin von Medem. Böttiger, H. (Hrsg.). Bd. I–IV. Berlin: Nicolaische Buch-
handlung, 1815–1817.

92 Aus dem Kruedenerschen Tagebuch. An unpublished manuscript in the Archive in Lüneburg of the Carl 
Schirren Society. 

93 “Büchner studierte Medizin. Seine Phantasie spielte mit dem Elend der Menschen, in das sie durch Krankheit 
geraten; ja, die Krankheiten des Leichtsinns mußten ihm zur Folie seines Witzes dienen (...) Büchner würde 
seine Dichterkraft durch Philosophie geregelt und in der Philosophie mit der Freiheitsfackel des Dichters die 
dunkelsten Gedankenregionen gelichtet haben.” Gutzkow K. Georg Büchner. Erinnerungen und Ansichten. 
Literarische Porträts von Goethe bis Fontane. Goldammer, P. (Hrsg.). Rostock: Hinstorff, 1979, S. 219, etc.

Fig. 7. Elisa von der Recke. Portrait by 
Anton Graff. 1797
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internal problems. In terms of the libretto and musical 
interpretation94 Lenz acquired the personality features of 
someone rent asunder by suffering and strangled by 
contra dictions; but is this the poet Lenz?

The literary contribution by Lenz — theoretical 
 essays about literature and theatre, evaluations of the 
works of contemporaries, including those of Goethe and 
Herder, his poetry and in particular his plays,95 merit at-
tention and consideration in depth. In terms of his think-
ing he was closer to the “Sturm und Drang” period rather 
than to the period of Romanticism; Lenz rejected the 
trinity principle of Aristotle, or the unity of space, time, 
and the internal wholeness, but praised Shakespearean 
plays dealing with everyday themes and their treatment 
of human passions. He was convinced that the German 
public had not developed to the extent of being able to 
appreciate tragedies, hence tragedy must be comple-
mented by comic elements: the dramas created by Lenz 
are closer to the tragicomedy. Characters must be ordi-
nary persons — Lenz included elements of colloquial 
speech, including abrupt stop of the flow of words, un-
grammatical speech; what is left unsaid is important. 
Lenz was the first to use the principle of assembling his 
plays — very short scenes which quickly follow one an-
other, often with a change of location for scenes. He considered human instincts to be 
the driving force of life, revealing this combined with a critical appraisal of social cir-
cumstances point to naturalism features present in his creative work.96 Naturalism is 
consistent with his interest in  sexual matters. Being the first German playwright to 
treat radical problems arising from instinct — including self-castration and brothels, 
Lenz in fact illustrated the context of his times — these issues were of interest to a wide 
segment of society in the Baltic region at the end of the 18th century and which are 
openly discussed in journals, including in the Baltic region.97 Nevertheless overall 
Lenz cannot be regarded as a conscious reformer with a programme: his originality is 
conditional upon a feeling for an uncertain world. 

It is difficult to stage the plays written by Lenz, yet the successful attempts are a 
brilliant phenomenon in European art; thus, for example, production of his play, 

94 Wolfgang Rihm. Jakob Lenz [opera], 1978.
95 Cf. Der Hofmeister oder Vorteile der Privaterziehung, 1771/1772, publ. 1774; Der neue Menoza, 1774; Die 

Soldaten, 1776, which, inter alia, influenced the previously mentioned drama, Woyzek by Bühner.
96 For a discussion of this issue see: Martin, A. Die kranke Jugend: J. M. R. Lenz und Goethes Werther in der 

Re zeption des Sturm und Drang bis zum Naturalismus. Würzburg: Königshausen-Neumann, 2002.
97 In the Baltic region W. Hupel wrote about this issue; for details about this point and about the period see: 

Käser R. Onanie und Selbstkastration J. M. R. Lenz’s Hofmeister am Schittpunkt von Medizin- und Lite-
raturgeschichte. Triangulum. Elfte Folge (2005). Riga, Bonn, 2006, S. 7–31. 

Fig. 8. Portrait, executed in pencil, 
of Jacob Michael Reinhold Lenz. 
Unknown artist, circa 1777 (Source: 
cover of the book, Lenz J. M. R. 
Werke. Hrsg. Friedrich Voit. Stuttgart: 
Philipp Reclam jun., 1998)
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Der Hofmeister (The Tutor), staged by the Bertolt Brecht Berlin Ensemble in 1950 re-
vived German literary interest in Lenz, after a long hiatus; while the opera by Bernd 
Alois Zimmermann, based on the play by Lenz, Die Soldaten (The Troops, first perfor-
mance of the opera in Cologne 1965), is regarded to be the first modern German opera 
because of the simultaneous presentation of scenes on several stages. A production of 
this opera, under the brilliant stage direction of Latvian producer Alvis Hermanis, was 
presented at the August 2012 Salzburg Festival to great acclaim.98

During the Age of the Enlightenment, Baltic nobility appear for the first time as 
characters in German literature throughout Europe, for example, in the works of 
Christian Fürchtegott Gellert, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Friedrich Schiller, and 
Theodor Gottlieb Hippel.99 

Casimir Ulrich Boehlendorff, the most renowned Baltic German romantic poet, 
was a near counterpart to Lenz — being an acquaintance of great contemporary 
 German poets, if not, in all cases, a friend of theirs,100 a vagabond and often solitary 
and misunderstood. His life ended in suicide committed at Mērsrags (Markgrafen) 
vicarage in Courland. As far as European cultural history goes Boehlendorff is cer-
tainly best remembered, firstly, as someone who documented the Swiss Revolution,101 
which he witnessed during his wandering through the Alps and time spent as a tutor, 
living close to Bern; secondly, as someone who exchanged friendly letters with the 
German poet, Friedrich Hölderlin. In 1799, Boehlendorff met Hölderlin for several 
months in Homburg, but it was only later through correspondence that Boehlendorff 
became a mirror of the philosophical and poetic views of Hölderlin, with these letters 
still remembered and analysed today.102

During his lifetime, Boehlendorff ’s poetry was published in periodicals and in 
 Poetisches Taschenbuch (A Poetic Pocket-book, 1803), which has become a biblio-
graphic rarity.103 His poems are typically straightforward in terms of their form and 
sonority; there is no lack of loneliness and sadness, longing for death in them. 
Boehlen dorff ’s verses soak in rain, the vagabond character which he created is torn by 
the wind, storms pass over him, and, then in other places, the poet turns out to be full 
of humour, light, witty, and sparkling in his assessing transient good fortune. During 
his lifetime Boehlendorff had a very complex relationship with literary critics and one 
who judged him most severely was the previously mentioned Garlieb Merkel,104 yet at 

98 The Triumph of the Epochal Work. Accessible at: http://www.Salzburgerfestspiele.at/en/blog/entryid/269 
(site last visited 20.11.2016).

99 Wilpert, G. von. Deutschbaltische Literaturgeschichte, S. 108.
100 Boehlendorff  studied philosophy at Jena and was a member of the League of Free Men — a group of 

intellectuals at the university where he met Fichte, Brentano, Herbart, Savigny, and others.
101 Geschichte der Helvetischen Revoluzion, 1802.
102 Cf. Heidergers, M. Kam dzejniekam būt? Heidegers, M. Malkasceļi. Rīga: Intelekts, 1998, 184. lpp.
103 The collected works of Boehlendorff were published in Germany in 2000: Boehlendorff, C. U. Werke in drei 

Bänden. Frankfurt am Main: Stroemfeld Verlag, 2000.
104 The researcher Eva Zimmermann has concluded that criticism by G. Merkel of Boehlendoff rather more 

to have been due to personal relationships — relating works published in periodicals which were then in 
conflict, more than with any assessment of the artistic quality of the poetry. Zimmermann, E. Die Harmonie 
der Kräfte. Casimir Ulrich Boehlendorffs dramatische Dichtung. Weimar, Köln, Wien: Böhlau, 1997, S. 32–36. 
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the end of the 19th century, doubts about the breadth of the poet’s talent appear to have 
fully evaporated: “After Lenz (…) he is probably the most talented Baltic poet of his 
time. This unhappy man, who had fallen deeply at the last, was alone among his con-
temporaries in the ability to strike chords equalled only by Goethe and Lenz. Boehlen-
dorff ’s poetry contains elements, which would have made them popular, if the instru-
ment itself, the author’s soul, had not been so torn and darkened.”105 Johannes 
Bobrowski, East Prussian writer has interpreted his personality in the story Boehlen-
dorff (1964).106 

At the beginning of the 19th century, Baltic Germans introduced the theme of 
death to their texts written in Latvian. The presence at this time of this topic in litera-
ture is usually associated with the aftermath of gothic novels and pre-Romanticism. 
Johann Peter Brandt, a childhood friend and contemporary of Boehlendorff, wrote 
about suicide in Latviešu Avīzes (Latvian Newspapers), describing the curious fates of 
parishioners and casting Hamlet’s soliloquy into Latvian verse “To be or not to be” 
from Shakespeare’s play.107 The article by Brandt appeared exactly one year after 
Boehlendorff ’s suicide. 

Baltic German culture in the 19th century

The Duchy of Courland ceased to exist in 1795, and this marked absorption of the 
entire Baltic region by the Russian Empire. This also led to closer links developing 
 between Germans living in the former territories of Courland, Livonia, and Northern 
Estonia, and over the centuries they came to be labelled as die Balten (the Balts). Baltic 
unity was also evident in book publishing — anthologies abound with local texts in 
the German language, by authors living in different districts, beginning with the col-
lection of articles published in 1848, Baltisches Album (A Baltic Album).108 The newly 
founded University of Dorpat (today University of Tartu) played an important role in 
consolidating the young generation of Baltic Germans. While membership of student 
fraternities continued to be based on a territorial principle, Baltic German unity at the 
University was evident through the choir movement, the press, and even through pub-
lication of jointly authored books — thus two students109 published in 1838 an anthol-
ogy of poems written by students at the University of Dorpat, Schneeglöckchen, 
deutsche Lieder aus den Ostseeprovinzen (Snowdrops, German songs from the Baltic 

105 “Nächst Lenz (...) ist B. wohl der begabteste baltische Dichter seiner Zeit(...). Der unglückliche, zuletzt tief 
herabgekommene Mann hat Töne anzuschlagen gewußt, wie sie unter allen zeitgenössischen Dichtern eben 
nur Goethe und Lenz eigen waren. Es ist ein Elementi n den B.`schen Liedern, das sie volksthümlich gemacht 
hätte, wäre das Instrument selbst, das Gemüth des Verfassers, nicht so gar zerissen und verfinstert gewesen.” In: 
Grotthuß, J. E. von. Kasimir Ulrich Böhlendorff. Das Baltische Dichterbuch, S. 393.

106 Bobrowski, J. Boehlendorff. Bobrowski, J. Die Erzählungen in der chronologischen Folge. Berlin: Union 
Verlag, 1992, S. 93–108.

107 Klekere, I. Voi būšu kāds, voi ne? Jaunatrasts Šekspīra atdzejojums. Karogs, Nr. 9, 2006, 131.–138. lpp.; Lat-
viešu Avīzes, Nr. 16, 1826, 2. lpp.

108 Compiled by Nicolai Rehbinder.
109 Arnold von Tiedeboehl from Riga and Wilhelm Schwartz from Courland.
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provinces). Societies are another instrument promoting unity — most were founded at 
the beginning of the century and lasted until 1939: The Association of Practicing 
Medical Doctors (1822), the Riga Society of Students of Nature (1845), the Riga 
 Society for the Study of History and Antiquities (1834), the Riga Technical Society 
(1858). They all enjoyed close links with the University of Dorpat and the science 
 centres in Europe.110 Often the primary motivation for founding a society was a pro-
fession or trade, or common goals, and not necessarily common area of residence of its 
membership; for example, the Lettisch-Literärische Gesellschaft (Latvian Literary So-
ciety (Society of the Friends of Latvians), founded in 1824) as an ideological continua-
tion of the popular enlightenment movement, which consisted mainly of pastors 
working in Latvian parishes. They supported Latvian education and study of the Lat-
vian language and folklore.111 Even in cases where the name of an organisation in-
cluded reference to a specific district, this was often associated with the place where 
the entity was created not necessarily narrowing the range of membership, as, for 
 example, the Kurländische Gesellschaft für Literatur und Kunst (Courland Society of 
Letters and the Arts, 1815–1939) which was founded by individuals from Courland. In 
a few years, this organisation accepted members from other regions and could boast of 
honorary members from Western Europe as well.112 

Internal consolidation of the Baltic German community was promoted by external 
factors, first of all, by German territorial unification (1871). Baltic Germans, despite 
living in the Russian Empire, felt an essential link with the German-speaking part of 
Europe as part of their cultural identity. A society for singing, Rigaer Liedertafel, was 
organised in 1833 following an initiative of Heinrich Dorn, the city conductor of Riga, 
who had just arrived from Hamburg. It was based on examples in Germany. The first 
German music and song festival, Düna-Musikfest, was held just a few years later — in 
1836. This was the basis for a tradition of song festivals held in Riga and Tallinn, as 
well as music festivals in Russia. Meanwhile, the German national movement gained 
strength in German-speaking Europe at the turn of the 1850s and 1860s: Deutsche 
National verein (The German National Union) was founded in the autumn of 1859 in 
Frankfurt. Popular activities included massively attended public events — festivals, 
open-air celebrations and assemblies. Thus, for example, during the autumn of 1859, 
the Baltic German community commemorated the centenary of Friedrich Schiller and 
his literary legacy, just as at 500 German cities throughout the German-speaking part 
of Europe, and organised a coordinated programme for events.113 Commemorative 
events took place in Riga including, at the end of October 1859, a Schiller week held at 
the Riga City Theatre comprising during performances of plays by Schiller.114 In Jel-
gava the Courland Society of Letters and the Arts also commemorated the centenary 

110 Stradiņš, J. Verbindungen zwischen Lettland und den Deutschen, S. 288.
111 Cf. Hehn, J., von. Die lettisch-literärische Gesellschaft und das Lettentum. Berlin, Königsberg: Ost-Europa-

Verlag, 1938.
112 Schlau, W. Die Kurländische Gesellschaft für Literatur und Kunst und das Kurländische Provinzialmuseum 

zu Mitau. Baltische Hefte, Nr. 14, 1968, S. 5–108.
113 Dann, O. Nation und Nationalismus in Deutschland. 1770–1990. München: Beck, 1996, S. 151.
114 Don Carlos, 1787/1788; Wilhelm Tell, 1803/1804; scenes from Wallensteins Lager, 1799.
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of Schiller between 29 October and 10 November115; extensive centenary commemora-
tions took place in Tallinn and in Viljandi.116

Secondly, a certain influence was exerted by the Latvian and Estonian National 
Awakening movements which began during the Age of Enlightenment at parishes in 
Livonia of the Moravian Brothers, and grew more substantial after the abolition of 
serfdom (1816–1819). That these movements seriously began to threaten the domi-
nant position enjoyed by Baltic German communities was appreciated rather late — 
only during the 1860s. The invitation pronounced at this time by Ferdinand Walter, a 
clergyman, was logical yet utopian, namely “... to open up German society and give 
the peasants the opportunity quickly to gain their freedom, and to become masters in 
their country”,117 at the same time calling for Germanisation of the Baltic region as a 
guarantee for autonomy, unity, and authority.118 Ferdinand Walter admitted a few years 
later that he had erred: “The new Latvia is a product of the past decade. When discus-
sions began, they seemed to me to be a reflection of the fears of those who derided it 
more than of its reality. But this grim reality is now all too evident.”119

Thirdly, the Russian Empire feared unrest, and together with Great Russian chau-
vinism, this resulted during early part of the century in apprehension about possible 
events following the precedent set by the French Revolution, while in mid-century — 
as a struggle against Polish rebels, and at the end of the century — as Russification of 
the Baltic provinces. The 19th century brought spiritual oppression, albeit these were 
intensified only periodically: from 1798 onwards, there followed prohibition for youth 
from the Russian Empire to study at foreign universities, a gradual tightening of 
censor ship, persecutions and Russification. These developments slowed down the 
modernisation process which had started in the Baltic during the Age of the Enlighten-
ment. Being confined within the borders of the Russian Empire meant a growing rise 
of spiritual provincialism. Dorpat University slowly yielded to Russian bureaucracy 
and was completely Russified by the end of the century, with the city renamed as 
Yuryev. 

Provincialism in daily life takes the form of a rise and entrenchment of Bieder-
meier culture at small manor houses. Baltic estate owners sought, as late as the turn of 
the 19 and 20th centuries, to replicate the comfortable life style of their fathers and 
grandfathers, placidly, unhurriedly — in the city during the winter, and in the country-
side during the summer; overall, conservative taste dominated in culture as well as in 

115 Schlau, W. Die Kurländische Gesellschaft, S. 81.
116 Salu, H. Seid umschlungen, Millionen! Die Frühesten Übersetzungen von Schillers Liedern und Balladen in 

Skandinavien und im Baltikum. Tampere: Julikaisija Tampereen Yliopisto, 1968, S. 135–141.
117 Straube, G. Reliģiskās institūcijas. Latvija 19. gadsimtā. Vēstures apceres. Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta ap-

gāds, 2000, 388. lpp.
118 The Baltic German writer Johanna Conradi supports the same ideas in the context of the Latvian national 

movement in her novel about Georg Stein and Germans and Latvians (Georg Stein oder Deutsche und Letten. 
Eine Erzählung aus der Gegenwart Kurlands, 1864). 

119 “Das junge Lettland ist ein Nagelneues Produkt des letzten Deceniums. Als man es zu beschprechen begann, 
schien es mir mehr in den Befürchtungen seiner Tadler, als in Wirklichkeit zu existieren. Diese traurige Wirk-
lich keit ist aber jetzt klar zu Tage gelegt.” In: Walter, F. Das Lettenthum. Bischof Dr. Ferdinand Walter. Seine 
Land tagspredigten und Lebenslauf. Leipzig, 1891, S. 365.
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literature. The great period of European Romance studies was scarcely perceptible, in 
the same way that realism and naturalism arrived relatively late. The search for truth 
and conflicts of modern German literature seemed to be excessively remote and passed 
the Baltic provinces by. Baltic Germans preferred to read the works by Matthisson, 
Jean Paul, Lessing, Heine, Platen, Lenau, and Eichendorff; the works by Friedrich 
Schiller became increasingly popular among young people, particularly students.120 
Baltic Germans frequented concerts — Robert Schumann, Clara Wieck, Franz Liszt, 
Hector Berlioz, Anton Rubinstein, and other distinguished composers and performers 
visited Riga and Jelgava during the 19th century. Musical life flourished, which led to 
the need for new premises — concerts were held during the second half of the century 
in the hall of the Society of Craftsmen, in addition to the usual venues of the City The-
atre and a hall in the Blackheads’ House. There is an increase in the number of venues 
for summer performances — in Riga, in Āgenskalns (Hagensberg) and in Vērmanes 
 Garden, and during the summer holiday period, also in Dubulti (Dubbeln) and Majori 
(Majorenhof). The 19th century was a period of active installation of organs — the or-
gans installed at the end of the 1880s in Riga (Dom) Cathedral and in Liepāja (Libau), 
at the Church of the Trinity, were at that time the largest such instruments in Europe. 
Interest continued unabated in the career of the composer Richard Wagner, who 
worked briefly in Riga. It is no coincidence that the Baltic German, Carl Friedrich 
 Glasenapp, a classical philologist by training, a specialist in art history and compara-
tive linguistics, and in spirit — a passionate follower of Wagner, wrote the first exhaus-
tive biography of Richard Wagner in six volumes, Das Leben Richard Wagners (The 
Life of Richard Wagner, 1876–1911); he also founded the Wagner Society in Riga, 
compiled a Wagner lexicon, and later, an encyclopaedia. The City Orchestra of Riga 
consisting of 38 musicians, was, for a long time, considered to be inadequate to sup-
port performance of Wagner’s operas. This stereotype was broken by the City Theatre 
who staged in the 1902/1903 season the complete opera cycle by Wagner, Der Ring des 
Nibelungen, with recourse to the garrison’s orchestra. Karl Ohnesorg, the musical con-
ductor at the theatre, originated the idea for this performance.

A permanent theatre was present only in Riga, towns were served by visiting 
 artists. Social life largely consisted of visits with neighbours. Livelier and financially 
better-grounded individuals went on trips abroad. Forced Russification at the end of 
the century brought about the first wave of emigration by the intelligentsia. 

Nevertheless, Baltic German literature became during the 19th century a classic 
expression of a community’s self-awareness and self-affirmation. The literary scholar 
Armin Ungern-Sternberg asserts that the 19th century may be described as the century 
of the Baltic German National Awakening.121

The number of writers increased at an unimaginable rate. New topics, motifs, and 
characters entered literature, and, together with findings from the study of Baltic his-
tory and collection of Latvian and Estonian folklore, begun during the Age of the 

120 See: Salu, H. Seid umschlungen Millionen! 
121 Ungern-Sternberg A. von. Denkfiguren “deutschbaltischer” Identitätsbildung. Nation und Sprache in Nord-

ost europa im 19. Jahrhundert. Maier, K. (Hrsg.). Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2012, S. 74–98.
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 Enlightenment, local legends and Baltic mythological motifs entered both poetry and 
prose,122 the most interesting and brilliant examples being: the work by Otto von Mir-
bach, Briefe aus und nach Curland während der Regierungszeit des Herzogs Jacob (Let-
ters to and from Courland During the Reign of Duke Jacob, in 2 volumes, 1844), and 
the work by Friedrich Gustav Bienemann, Livländisches Sagenbuch (A Collection of 
Legends from Livonia, 1897). Bienemann noted in the introduction to his book, that 
the collection consisted of Estonian, Latvian, German, and Swedish legends, collected 
from the southern part of Courland to the north of Estonia and its islands.123 A peri-
odical, Das Inland, was founded in 1836, with one of its stated goals being publication 
of results from local studies. Latvians appeared in Baltic German literary works with 
increasing frequency as the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries approached. In some 
texts peasants were simple beings animated by basic instincts, while other writers al-
lowed for resolution of complex interactions.124 The presence of Latvians also increased 
the imagery and topics of Baltic German satirical poetry. For example, the poetry of 
Rudolph Seuberlich, a trader and banker in Riga, resounds with the racy language of 
Riga, German, with an admixture of Russian, Latvian, Latin, and French words form-
ing a cocktail.125 This mish-mash of languages, known as the macaroni style, was typi-
cal of Baltic society during the second half of the 19th century, and generally charac-
terises a period of crisis and looming rupture.126

Themes of common Latvian and German history were popular in fiction writing 
all century long.127 Glorification of Baltic German history speaks to this theme, as does 
the exaltation of Walter von Plettenberg, the last Master of the Livonian Order, and of 
Reinhold von Patkul, loyal to both German chivalry and the Russian Empire.128

Study of family histories, the identification and publication of heraldic and genea-
logical information gained popularity during that century,129 while memoirs and auto-
biographic or partially autobiographic compositions became an integral part of fiction. 
They still today form an interesting and often the most valuable part of creative writing 
by Baltic German authors. 

122 For more about this topic see: Lukas, L. Wandernde Seen. Estnische und lettische Natursagen in der 
deutschbaltischen Dichtung. Umweltphilosophie und Landschaftsdenken im baltischen Kulturraum. Lukas, L., 
Plath, U., Tüür, K. (Hrsg.). Tallinn: Underi ja Tuglase Kirjanduskeskus, 2011, S. 236–259.

123 Bienemann, F. jun. Vorwort. Lievländisches Sagenbuch. Reval: F. Kluge, 1897.
124 For more about this topic see: Bosse, H. Die Gläserne Wand: der lettische Mensch in der deutsch-baltischen 

Literatur. Journal of Baltic Studies, XVII, 1986, p. 4.
125 Cf.: Seuberlich, R. Baltische Schnurren. Riga: Kymmel: 1894, 1898, 1902.
126 Cf.: Kalda, M. Über makkaronische Dichtungsart in Estland. Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis, A daļa, 

Nr. 4/5, 1996, 1.–10. lpp. 
127 Cf.: Linde, A. Imanta und Kaupo, 1891; Girgensohn L. Ylo, Kaupos Sohn und Hans von Tiesenhausen, 1901.
128 Cf.: Eduard von Tiesenhausen, a lawyer and historian, began his literary career  with the plays Patkul (1865), 

and Plettenberg (1867); Laura Hanson (pseudonym Laura Marcholm) from Riga — with the play Johann 
Reinhold Patkul (1879).

129 The Geneology Society, created at the end of the 19th century as a sector of the Courland Society for Letters 
and the Arts, published annual yearbooks (1893–1913), Jahrbuch für Genealogie, Heraldik und Sphragistik 
(1893–1913), while in 1908 it became an independent organisation in Riga. Hollander, B. von. Zur 
Geschichte der deutschen wissenschaftlichen Vereine in Lettland. Sonderdruck  aus “Der Auslanddeutsche”, 
Halb monatschrift des Deutschen Ausland-Instituts. Stuttgart, S. 6.
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During the Age of Romanticism, developing an interest in nature was encouraged, 
whence Baltic German literature invited readers to appreciate the beauty of their 
homeland and to explore the Baltic region. One unique feature of these texts com-
prised the image of Courland and Livonia that they presented: choice of the subject of 
specific images (most often these were of forests, the seashore, the fields and mead-
ows), was not as important as their composition: in almost all cases breadth of sweep 
and scope was evident. This unique aspect of Baltic German literature has been very 
succinctly formulated by the Estonian philosopher and writer Jaan Undusk as “the joy 
of a landowner gazing from the veranda of his manor (…) My world is my estate!”130 
An important part is played by rivers: the Daugava; in Livonia — the Gauja; in Semi-
gallia — Lielupe. Enthusiasm about rivers derives from the poetic status granted by the 
Rhine in the literature of Germany. Thomas M. Lekan wrote, “… although culture his-
torians often consider forests to be the most important indicator of German identity, 
the romanticists identified the roots of the people to be fluvial, rather than sylvan — 
seeing in the Rhine the lifeblood of Germanic culture, in the same way as the Nile and 
the Ganges rivers had nourished Egyptian and Indian civilisations”.131 The typical ex-
pressions of Baltic German national romanticism appeared in mid-century — photo-
graph albums of Courland and Livonia compiled by Wilhelm Siegfried Stavenhagen. 
They were also dominated by the images of rivers and their scenic banks.132 The action 
of heroic Baltic German ballads most often was sited along river banks with mediaeval 
castles as a backdrop.133 The river, water in general, played an essential role as a symbol 
of destiny of the Baltic German community — temporal rhythms, life and death, the 
frontier border between two cultures and two classes. Viewed from a distance, 19th 
century Baltic German literature featured more light, harmony, calm, the heat of sum-
mer, beautiful sunsets and sunrises when compared to the situation more than a cen-
tury later, after the 1905 Revolution and later, when marshes, fog, long damp autumns 
un rain showers, sharp, bare, black branches, blood-red sunsets and sunrises were 
prevalent. Climate in the Baltic appears to be oppressive, with hopelessly long hours of 
darkness during the autumn and winter. Nature was also important for writers raised 
in cities and associated with an urban environment.

Historical plays were a feature of 19th century Baltic German literature, the history 
of Russia being one source for these plays. It is possible that the brilliant work which has 
achieved the widest reach is Жизнь за царя (A Life for the Tsar, 1835), by the Baltic 
German playwright Jegor von Rosen who wrote exclusively in the Russian language. The 
Russian composer Mikhail Glinka based the libretto of his opera (1836) on this work. 

The field of Baltic German poetry features anthologies, with a crowning achieve-
ment due to Emil von Grotthuss, Baltisches Dichterbuch (Baltic Poetry, 1895). The col-

130 Undusk, J. Umweltphilosophie und Naturdenken im baltischen Raum. Zur Einführung und Irritation. Um-
weltphilosophie und Landschaftsdenken im baltischen Kulturraum. S. 19.

131 Lekan, M. Th. Imagining the Nation in Nature. Landscape preservation and German Identity 1885–1945. 
London, Cambridge, Massachussets: Harvard University Press, 2004, p. 9.

132 Stavenhagen, W. S. Album Baltischer Ansichten (1864), Album kurländischer Ansichter (1866), Album liv-
ländischer Ansichten (1866, 1873).

133 Lukas, L. Estnische Ortssagenmotive in deutschbaltischen Balladen. Interlitteraria, Nr. 14, 2009, S. 118.
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lection organised by Grotthuss provides an 
overview of Baltic German poetry, comple-
mented by a literary critical essay, biographies 
and portraits of poets. A similar overview of 
music was provided by the collection, Lied-
sammlung Livländischer Componisten (A Com-
pilation of Songs by Composers of Livonia, 
1864), and at the end of the century, a two- 
volume publication, Baltische Gesänge vom 
17ten Jahrhundert ab bis zur Gegenwart (Baltic 
Songs from the 17th Century to the Present, 
1894–1899). 

Baltic German ballads flourished. The rise 
in local popularity of this German literary 
genre is associated with the publication of 
 Leonore (1773) by Gottfried August Bürger; 
the ballad, based on German and Scandina-
vian mythology and German folk culture, was also a popular genre of the “Sturm und 
Drang” period. It enjoyed a second period of popularity at the turn of the 19th and 20th 
centuries: texts by Börries von Münchhausen are occasionally described as the High 
song of German nationalism, or as “the lyrics of a hermit elite”.134 With the passage of 
time they have been all but forgotten. Nevertheless, the characteristic features of the 
ballads of Münchhausen quite precisely correspond to what may be read in Baltic Ger-
man texts dating from the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries: “… but in remembering, 
above all, the lives and deeds of one’s own sex, and re-awakening, M. in the ballad de-
liberately developed an aristocratic form of poetry. Knightly courage, mastery of the 
adventure of life and love, heroic deeds and pride in noble and great striving are the 
dominant ideals. It is true that the joy of sabre rattling, of resonant words, and of the 
impressive gesture, are not infrequently referenced in a deeper spiritual and poetical 
content”.135 The rise in popularity of ballads among Baltic Germans began during the 
first half of the 19th century;136 most had the theme of unhappy love played out in a ro-
mantic natural setting, or biblical myths, gradually joined by local folklore themes, 
mostly historical tales of their origin. Baltic German ballads contain elements of Ger-
manic and Scandinavian mythologies; ladies composing their lyrical epic ballads often 
referred to the destiny of women who were important in European history, with the 

134 Hermetische Elitelyrik. In: Grimm, E. G. Einleitung. Gedichte und Interpretationen. Deutsche Balladen. 
Stuttgart: Philipp Reclam jun., 1988, S. 23.

135 “.. vor allem aber Leben und Taten des eigenen Geschlechts erinnernd und wiedererweckend, gestaltete M. in 
der Ballade bewußt adlige Standesdichtung. Ritterlicher Mut, herrischer Griff nach dem Wagnis des Lebens 
und der Liebe, heldische Tat und der Stolz edlen und großen Strebens sind die beherrschenden Ideale. Freilich 
überwiegt nicht selten die Freude am klirrenden Schwert, am klingenden Wort und an eindrucksvollen Gebärde 
den tieferen seelischen und dichterischen Gehalt”. Fricke/Klotz. Geschichte der deutschen Dichtung. Hamburg, 
Lübeck: Matthiesen Verlag, 1962, S. 379.

136 Balladen und Lieder. Wittorf, A., von, Stern, K., von (Hrsg.). Dorpat, 1846. 

Fig 9.  “The Daugava River at Stockmannshof ” 
(Stavenhagen W. S. Album Livländischer Ansichten. 
Mitau, 1866) 
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compositions produced by Gertrud von den Brincken representing one of the highest 
peaks reached by Baltic German ballads.

Several new genres entered Baltic German prose during the 19th century: firstly, 
prose for children and youth;137 secondly, Baltic anecdotes;138 thirdly, the crime 
novel — a novel by the former director of Riga City theatre Karl von Holtei Ein Mord 
in Riga (A Murder in Riga, 1855) was among the first crime novels in the German-
speaking world, and furthermore the novel features many prototypical characters; 
fourthly, just as the case for literature in Germany, the historical novel and short story 
claims a stable position in Baltic German literature. As of mid-century Baltic German 
prose was mostly romantically sentimental, adopting realism and naturalism only 
 during the final decades of the century, with prose texts overall showing a greater in-
terest in past events than in resolving current problems. Gero von Wilpert has de-
scribed the atmosphere with astonishing precision as: “Contemplation of one’s navel 
sitting at the top of a church spire as opposed to being open to the world without an 
ability to cope.”139

Theodor Hermann Pantenius, the son of a Jelgava clergyman Wilhelm Pantenius, 
a popular enlightener, was one of the best Baltic German novelists. It is important to 
bear this in mind as Pantenius was one of the few Baltic German writers who at-
tempted to step away from the colonial point of view typical of Baltic German litera-
ture. His prose combined education with aspects of a social novel in the work Allein 
und Frei (Alone and Free, 1875), and reveals the material culture characteristic of the 
urban environment in the novel, Das rothe Gold (The Red Gold, 1881); however, the 
most interesting and best work by Pantenius is the historical novel Die von Kelles 
(1885), set in the 16th century describing events of the Livonian War and is distin-
guished by an unusually critical appraisal of the German mission in the Baltic region. 
In the short story Um ein Ei (Because of an Egg, 1881), Pantenius considers the issue 
of the rights of Latvian peasants in German-dominated society. Despite resolution of 
issues in the short story leads to settling differences and reconciliation, the idea that 
his fellow Germans should accept an unflattering portrayal is worthy of mention. The 
works of Pantenius provoke serious debate in the German press as to whether the in-
digenous peoples (Latvians and Estonians) ought at all to read them, and regret at the 
works being translated.140 

The final years of the 19th century was a time when Latvian national culture began 
to flourish, gradually entering the modernist European culture; it was also a time when 
quite a few talented Latvian artists faced a decision to which culture they would be-
long — German or Latvian. Baltic German interest about Latvian culture grew during 

137 Cf.: Stahl, K. Erzählungen, Fabeln und Märchen für Kinder. Nürnberg: Campe, 1818; Stahl, K. Die Familie 
Müller. Ein Buch für die Jugend. Nürnberg: Campe, 1821; Stahl, K. Moralische Erzählungen, Schauspiele und 
Reise beschreibungen für die Jugend. Riga: Hartmann, 1822 u.c.

138 Cf.: Baumann, J. H. Jagd-Anecdoten, die zwar mehrenteils ans Lügenhafte gränzen, aber sich doch wirklich 
zu getragen. Riga, Dorpat: Meinshausen, 1817.

139 Kirchenturmperspektive und Nabelschau statt Weltoffenheit und Welthaltigkeit. Wilpert G. von. Deutsch-
baltische Literaturgschichte, S. 185.

140 Diederichs, H. Pantenius’ Roman “Die von Kelles”. Baltische Monatschrift, Bd. 1, 1885, S. 560–579.
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this time, and Latvians often worked for German newspapers 
specialising in appraising Latvian cultural processes. Thus, 
 between 1887 and 1901, the writer Rūdolfs Blaumanis was a 
correspondent for the German-language newspaper Zeitung 
für Stadt und Land (The Newspaper for City and Country), 
while the composer Jāzeps Vītols was music critic from 1897 to 
1914 for the newspaper St. Petersburger Zeitung (Newspaper of 
St Petersburg) where he published nearly 1000 articles.141

Baltic German culture in the 20th century

Baltic German culture reached its apogee during the 20th 
century and the community also disintegrated during that cen-
tury. Russification of the Baltic region became stepwise more 
stringent throughout the second half of the 19th century, but in 
terms of cultural life this policy had its positive side — knowl-
edge of the Russian language allowed Baltic Germans in the 
20th century to be the principal translators of Russian literature 
into German.142 Russian writing also left its mark on Baltic German texts, for example, 
Hans Bänziger has demonstrated that truly Russian atmosphere taken over from the 
great novels (by Leo Tolstoy, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, and Ivan Turgenev) was evident in 
the prose of Werner Bergengruen.143

Democratisation tendencies developed in some segments of Baltic German so-
ciety at the turn of the century, particularly after the 1905 Revolution. Appearance of 
translations was evidence for their interest in Latvian culture. Masses of Latvian poetry 
were published in serial form in the publication, Heimatstimmen (Voices of the Home-
land, 1904–1912). A joint publication was planned but did not see the light of day, a 
collection of Baltic German and Latvian poetry, Der Schnee taut (Snow is Melting) in 
German and in Russian.144 The writer Johannes von Guenther was an intermediary to 
draw Latvian and Russian poets together.145 Nevertheless, the 1905 Revolution caught 
the Baltic German community largely unprepared. The Baltic German literary scholar 

141 Hoddick, I. Die deutsch-lettischen Musikbeziehungen im 20. Jahrhundert. Die Deutsche Volksgruppe in 
Lettland während der Zwischenkriegszeit und aktuelle Fragen des deutsch-lettischen Verhältnises. Meissner, B., 
Loeber, D. A., Henning, S. (Hrsg.). Hamburg: Bibliotheca Baltica, 2000, S. 276.

142 The first work by S.  von  Vegesack to appear in a separate book was: Gogol, N. V. Die Nase und andere Ge-
schichten. München, Berlin: Paetel, 1921; additionally, he translated the works of  N. Leskov, I. Turgenev, N. 
Nabokov; K. Holm, H. Hoerner, J. von Guenther, E. Eckardt-Skalberg, and others, also translated Russian 
literature.

143 “Die ganze Darstellung der mussigen Großstadtatmosphäre, die nihilistisch-geistreichen Gespräche in ärmlichen 
Wohnräumen und Cafés können wir uns ohne die großen Romane der Russen schwer vorstellen.” Bänziger, H. 
Werner Bergengruen. Weg und Werk. Bern, München: Francke, 1961, S. 15.

144 Dambergs, V. Atziņas. Latvju rakstnieku autobiogrāfijas. III daļa. Egle, K. (red.). Rīga, Cēsis: O. Jēpe, 1924, 
284. lpp.

145 For more details see: Guenther, J. von. Ein Leben in Ostwind, 1969; also translated into Russian: Гюнтер, И. 
фон. Жизнь на восточном ветру. Москва: Молодая гвардия, 2010.

10. att. Teodors Hermanis 
 Panteniuss 
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Heinrich Bosse has pointed out that: “Social conscience [that of German society – 
M.G.] remained unshaken; many advanced prosperity institutions could be identified, 
and the agitation and vandalism of Russian institutions was held responsible for na-
tional political tensions and complaints. This lack of comprehension, which also after-
wards completely ignored the weight of what had accumulated over decades, manifests 
itself in helpless explanatory experiments such as that of a mass psychosis, or in the 
frequently recurring charge of “ingratitude”. It is not a mistake to see what conceptions 
were hereby adopted — in other words, something other than class-confrontations — 
that the ruling class would then be obliged to provide adequate defence for subordi-
nates, and it was thought to have fulfilled this duty on the whole. The fact is not in 
question, that in such ideas much unconscious, sometimes conscious hypocrisy was 
mixed with social blindness, and also with studied indifference.”146

The 1905 Revolution appears rather infrequently in Baltic German literature. In 
poetry the grim events at the beginning of the century appeared allegorically. More 
detailed and emotional accounts are found in works written once the horrors of the 
revolution were in the past, during the period up to the First World War. Being caught 
completely unprepared, meant as mentioned by Bosse, confusion, social blindness, 
which allowed some writers to portray the revolution as a storm that has to be weath-
ered in the hope that everything will return to their proper places.147 A painting by 
Siegfried Bielenstein — an insert of a reproduction was included at the introduction to 
the collection of poems, Unsere Heimat. Baltische Lieder (Our Homeland. Baltic Songs, 
1906) shows a maiden holding a lowered Baltic German flag in her hands, with a 
storm-tossed sea in the background. Events which transpired during the revolution 
were examined in new plays148 and in prose texts; particularly interesting are the im-
pressionistic sketches by Carl Worms149, and the short story by Frances Külpe, Darthe 
Semmit (1910), which portrays a young girl’s search for belonging and her dramatic 
fate in the cross-roads of national and social relationships. A mythical aura rises from 
the river on whose banks events take place as it were the frontier between two worlds 
(German and Latvian / that of the estates and that of the peasants), symbolic of the 

146 “Das soziale Gewissen war dort unerschüttert gut; man konnte auf viele fortschrittliche Wohlstands ein-
richt ungen hinweisen, und für die nationalpolitischen Spannungen und Beschwerden wurde die Hetze und 
Wühlarbeit russischer Organe verantwortlich gemacht. Die Fassungslosigkeit, die auch nachträglich noch das 
Gewicht dessen, was sich in Jahrzehnten vorbereitet hatte, völlig verkannte, äußert sich in hilfslosen Erklärungs-
versuchen wie dem einer Massenpsychose oder in dem häufig wiederkehrenden Vorwurf der “Undankbarkeit”. 
Es ist dabei nicht verfehlt hier überkommene ständische Vorstellungen — genau genommen etwas anderes als 
Klassendenken — nachwirken zu sehen: der herrschende Stand wäre danach gegenüber den nachgeordneten zu 
angemessener Fürsorge verpflichtet, und man meinte, diese Pflicht im ganzen getreulich erfüllt zu haben. Daß 
sich in solchen Vorstellungen viel unbewußte, zuweilen bewußte Heuchelei mit sozialer Blindheit, aber auch mit 
satter Gleichgültigkeit mischte, ist unzweifelhaft.” In: Bosse, H. Die gläserne Wand, p. 337. 

147 Cf. Campen, E. von. Wie auch wir vergeben unsern Schuldigern. Riga: Jonck & Poliewsky, 1908. The father 
of the author, real name Elsa Kampenhausen, was murdered by his servant in Stalbes Manor the evening of 
28 May 1906.

148 Freymann, K. Der Tag des Volkes. Ein Schauspiel aus der lettischen Revolution 1905 in vier Akten. München: 
Piper Verlag, 1907.

149 Worms, K. Aus roter Dämmerung. Baltische Skizzen. Stuttgart, Berlin: J. G. Cottasche Buchhandlung Nach-
folger, 1906.
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flow of time and of ruin.150 In general, Baltic 
German literature from this period is replete 
with stereotypical situations and characters, 
such as, for example, a Latvian revolutionary 
who has been educated in the city, a school 
teacher on a bicycle who has absorbed the 
“poison spread by Russian agitators”. There are 
signals given in creative writing that the patri-
archal and colonial relationships were now 
over — and as the prose writer Frances Külpe 
stated, they were standing on ground which is 
burning.151 

Soon after the 1905 Revolution a news-
paper is established in Riga with a liberal de-
mo cratic orientation, Rigasche Neueste Nach-
richten. Organ für liberales Deutschthum (The 
Latest News from Riga. An Organ for Liberal 
Germanness, 1907–1911). A supplement to the 
periodical, the Literarische Wochenbeilage (The 
Weekly Literary Supplement) published the newest European prose and poetry, as well 
as literary criticism and theoretical articles. In addition to providing insight into 
 German, Russian, Danish, Norwegian, French, and even Estonian literature, separate 
issues of the supplement were given over to Latvian texts. However, publication soon 
ceased, the Baltic German attitude to the new Latvian culture was generally coolly re-
served, indifferent, and even dismissive.152 

Drawing closer to the culture space of Germany and the emigration of Baltic Ger-
man youth as well as their studies at Western European institutions of higher learning 
resulted in modernisation of Baltic German literature during the first decades of the 
20th century. Interest in the best examples of Baltic German literature rose among the 
intelligentsia in Germany; thus, for example, Thomas Mann’s description of the prose 
writer from Courland, Eduard von Keyserling, is perhaps one of the most accurate de-
scriptions of the latter’s personality; a novel by the Baltic German Bruno Goetz is 
highly rated by Karl Gustav Jung; while specialists studying the genre of ballads pay 
great attention to the works Gertrud von den Brincken. 

Modernisation of Baltic German literature was facilitated by studies pursued by 
the young generation at several European centres for modernism — mostly located in 
Berlin, Vienna, and Munich; whereas, in fact, Munich was the centre preferentially 
 favoured by these students. Around 1900, small Baltic German colony had taken root 
in Munich. There are several reasons for this magnetic pull exerted by Munich — it 
was a waystation along the route to Italy, and travellers were drawn to its Bohemian 

150 Külpe, F. Rote Tage. Baltische Novellen aus Revolutionszeit. Berlin: Schlesiche Verlagsanstalt, 1910.
151 “.. auf brennendem Boden”. Külpe, F. Rote Tage, S. 78.
152 Klāns, P. Dzejniece un redzētāja. Laiks, Nr. 27, 1959, 3. lpp. 

Fig. 11. Copy of the painting “My Homeland” by 
Siegfried Bielenstein (1905) (Source: an insert in 
Unsere Heimat. Baltische Lieder. Riga: Jonck & 
Poliewsky, 1906)
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way of life and atmosphere of freedom. Liberalism promoted creation of satirical 
 periodicals and political cabaret, as well as the formation of small groups of anarchists 
and aristocrats. Newcomers to the city — Heinrich Ibsen, Stefan George, Thomas 
Mann, Rainer Maria Rilke, Vasily Kandinsky, Frank Wedekind, and others, played an 
important role in the development of modernism in Munich. Furthermore, since it 
was endowed with green suburbs and parks, in contrast to Vienna and Berlin, Munich 
was labelled to be a rural city, and this could have made it attractive to Baltic Germans 
who were used to a constant presence of nature. Heinz Mattiesen speculates that a spe-
cific picture of a resident of Munich had formed, one whose origin may be found in 
the Baltic region: “... someone who has escaped from the formal strictures and limited 
thinking present in his homeland, and one who has not found a place for himself in 
the western material world, someone who despises money, and who has been from his 
birth — an expert in all sectors of history and a talented dilettante in all field, precisely 
such a Baltic German, as no one else, fitted into the scene of Schwabing153. In the same 
way as others who had burned out and were tired of the world, avid of for fiery drinks, 
and who always yearned for something distant and unknowable”.154 

The modernism of Munich played an essential role for several Baltic Germans. In 
1896, Albert Langen founded the satirical political weekly Simplizissimus, with Ludwig 
Thoma, Frank Wedekind, Heinrich and Thomas Mann, members of the board of edi-
tors; later joined by Olaf Gulbranson, and with Korfiz Holm, the son of a Riga indus-
trialist, and an aspiring lawyer and friend of Thomas Mann, active from the first issue 
onwards. Holm was the actual head of the editorial board from 1898 to 1901; he took 
over direction of the publishing house after the death of Langen, and from 1918 on-
wards, he was a c-proprietor of the publishing house. 

On 13 April 1901, the first political cabaret in Munich Die 11 Scharfrichter (The 
11 Executioners) gave its opening performance in the annexe of a small hotel, Zum 
Goldenen Hirschen (The Golden Stag); the cabaret was led by eleven young poets, ac-
tors, and artists, among them Frank Wedekind and the architect Max Langheinrich. 
Baltic German performers featured at this cabaret, including Anna, the wife of Lang-
heinrich, born von Seidlitz. Prior to her marriage with Langheinrich, she had for 
 several years been the friend of Frank Wedekind, and it is possible that she was the 
prototype for Lulu in Wedekind’s double play Lulu. 

A singer and poet from the Baltic, Peter von der Osten-Sacken, performed at the 
art cabaret Simpl, even when he lost his sight after drinking methylated spirits. After 
his death, his wife Marissa von der Osten documented her husband’s bitter experi-
ences in an autobiographic novel Petja, ein Menschenleben (Petja, a Lifestory, 1941). In 
1902, Rolf von Hoerschelmann took up residence in Schwabing, and his apartment 
became a meeting place for the intelligentsia. Four years later Hoerschelmann together 
with friends founded the Schwabinger Schattenspiele theatre, which soon became fa-
mous throughout Germany. Plays at this theatre were staged behind an illuminated 

153 A district in Munich popular with artists (editor’s note).
154 For more details see: Mattiesen, H. Der Anteil der Deutschbalten am Münchner Kulturleben im 19. und am 

Anfang des 20. Jahrhunderts. Baltische Hefte, Jg. 8, Heft 3, 1962, S. 170–191.
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framed parchment sheet. Hoerschelmann cut out figu-
rines and arranged the backdrop for a performance, 
with music composed by Max Reger and Hans Pfitzner. 
Rilke as well as Hugo von Hofmannstahl offer their 
works to Hoerschelmann’s Schattenspieltheater.

Eduard von Keyserling, one of the most renowned 
Baltic German writers resided in Munich, with brief 
absences, from 1895 until his death. Keyserling also 
wrote his best novels and short stories while living in 
Munich; he was forced to dictate some of them when 
he was completely blind. Although the writer’s health 
was poor, he frequented theatre performances and took 
part in the Bohemian life led in Schwabing.155 Korfiz 
Holm, an acquaintance of Keyserling recalled him as an 
excellent story teller and a witty individual with a sensi-
tive soul.156 His portrait was painted in Munich by 
Lovis Corinth, the well-known German modernist 
painter. When asked how he liked the painting, Keyser-
ling replied that he had been pleasantly entertained by 
conversations with Corinth while the portrait was 
being painted.157 Keyserling spent the final years of his life quietly and alone; his clos-
est friends were Max Halbe and Frank Wedekind.

Eduard von Keyserling was brought up in Courland, but developed and perfected 
his talent as a story teller and writer of novels living in Germany. Keyserling turned 
into an impressionist writer by gradually abandoning the naturalism of his early works 
written as a youth. Art nouveau features were evident in the subtleties of his charac-
terisation. Changes in the patriarchal Baltic nobility during the late 19th century pro-
vided the subjects of Keyserling’s prose works — urbanisation and generation conflicts 
on the eve of a cultural revolution. His protagonists were mostly solitary figures with a 
unique combination of spiritual world, life experience, and instinct. Loneliness, aliena-
tion, and nervousness are often described to be general features of the period.158 
 Keyserling, however, ascribed these characteristics to Germans. In his work, Zur 
Psych ologie des Komforts (The Psychology of Comfort, 1905) he opined that: “A Ger-
man is naturally a solitary figure. According to Goethe, he “willingly sits in a corner”. 
He longs for a home life which warmly and closely embraces him, as well as isolating 
him.”159 In turn, Germans, among them Thomas Mann, ascribed this solitude to his 

155 Taube, O. von. Nachwort. – Keyserling E. von. Schwüle Tage und andere Erzählungen. New York: Manesse 
Verlag, 1954, S. 325.

156 Keyserling, E. von. Holm K. Ich – kleingeschrieben. Heitere Erlebnisse eines Verlegers. München: Langen, 
1932, S. 196–199.

157 Ibid., S. 206–207.
158 Cf.: Koc, R. A. The Nervous Age. The German Gesellschaftsroman at the Turn of the Century. A Comparison 

of the Works of Theodor Fontane and Eduard von Keyserling. Berne: Lang, 1982, p. 79.
159 Keyserling, E. von. Werke. Gruenter, R., von (Hrsg.). Frankfurt/Main: Fischer Verlag, 1973, S. 559.

Fig. 12. Eduard von Keyserling. Portrait by 
Lovis Corinth. Early 20th century
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Baltic origins.160 The poet Graf Alexander Stenbock-Fermor, Keyserling’s fellow coun-
try-man, was also of the opinion that individualism, which in certain cases led to de-
tachment and odd behaviour was a particular characteristic of Baltic Germans.161 
These character traits are found in their life on estates which were relatively closed in 
on themselves, and located in the midst of forests, in the Baltic region which in turn 
was cut-off from the outside world. Nonetheless, in the case of Keyserling, facts of his 
biography cannot be ignored — mysterious dramatic events which occurred during 
years as a student, later — being ignored by his family, gradual loss of sight, and, finally 
blindness. Otto von Taube has described the philosophy of Keyserling to be that of a 
stoic.162 His literary legacy consists of four plays, several stories, novels and short 
 stories. His works have been compared with those of Theodor Fontane, Ivan Turgenev, 
and Herman Bang. In German literature Keyserling’s works fall into the category of 
family novels, i.e. social novels. According to the scholar of literature, Richard A. Koc, 
during the 19th century “marriage was no longer the happy ending of a novel, rather it 
signalled the beginning of unhappiness”.163 Relations between people, how they were 
seen by society were the main questions which preoccupied Keyserling. A characteris-
tic feature of his works was an incessant vibration of sounds, colours, and emotions; in 
his theoretical writings Keyserling also demonstrated that he was an impressionist.164 

Keyserling is one of the most extensively researched Baltic German writers of the 
20th century: at least thirty studies have been published.165 Among the most recent 
publications one collection of articles deserves special mention, Baltisches Welterlebnis 
(Experiences from the Baltic World, 2007)166 which includes an exciting analysis of the 
play Ein Frühlingsopfer (A Springtime Victim) by Benjamin Breggin as an intersection 
between Latvian and Lithuanian culture167, and a deep-rooted examination of Baltic 
German myths by the literary scholar Armin Ungern-Sternberg.168

However, we shall now return to consider events of the early 20th century which 
transpired in the Baltic region. In looking back at that time, Paul Schiemann wrote: “At 
a stroke we, in the idyllic Baltic, first of all in old correct Riga, had created a truly artis-
tic life, where different opinions could be shared. We had our own niche for artists, 
where the most varied representatives of society could deliberately show themselves to 

160 Zum Tode Eduard von Keyserlings. Frankfurter Zeitung, 15. Okt., 1918. 
161 As quoted in: Alm-Lequeux A. Eduard von Keyserling. Sein Werk und der Krieg. Paderborn: Igel Verlag, 

1996, S. 44.
162 Taube, O. von. Nachwort, S. 331.
163 Koc, A. R. The German Gesellschaftsroman at the Turn of the Century, p. 13.
164 Keyserling, E. von. Zur Psychologie des Komforts. Keyserling, E. von. Werke, S. 566.
165 Angela Schultz mentions in her 1991 study 35 serious monographs, dissertations, and extended com-

mentaries dedicated to the work of Keyserling: Schulz, A. Ästhetische Existenz in Erzählwerk Eduards von 
Keyserling. Frankfurt am Main, etc.: P. Lang, 1991, S. 1–14.

166 Baltisches Welterlebnis. Die kulturgeschichtliche Bedeutung von Alexander, Eduard und Hermann Graf 
Keyserling. Beiträge eines internationalen Symposions in Tartu vom 19. bis 21. September 2003. Schwidtal, M., 
Undusk, J. (Hrsg.). Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag Winter, 2007.

167 Breggin, B. Baltisches und Heidnisches in Eduard von Keyserlings Theaterstück “Ein Frühlingsopfer”. Balti-
sches Welterlebnis, S. 185–197.

168 Ungern-Sternberg, A., von. “Kunstwerdung eines feudalen Heimatmilieus”? Anmerkungen und Anregungen 
zum Verständnis von Eduard von Keyserling. Baltisches Welterlebnis, S. 197–231.
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be defiantly modern. There was no end of struggle opinions went from here to there. 
We had our own triumphant youth.”169 These changes are put into evidence in the se-
lection of poetry by the new Baltic German generation, Die jungen Balten (The Young 
Balts, 1916). This publication consisted of works by twelve poets, most of whom were 
friends of Bruno Goetz, the principal editor of the compilation;170 and furthermore, 
they also had a link with Munich: Herbert von Hoerner had studied at the Academy of 
Art, Guido Hermann Eckardt and Siegfried von Vegesack had both studied in Munich, 
Johannes Guenther and wife of Eckardt, Elfriede Eckardt-Skalberg, had spent con-
siderable time mixing with literary circles and in the company of artists. In the Intro-
duction of the collection of poems, Goetz depicted Baltic Germans as closed in on 
themselves, as sceptics and individualists torn by contradictions, and assessed Baltic 
German poetry — as an off-shoot of German poetry, whose unique features are to be 
found in portraying the Baltic past and present, and in exaltation of German knight-
hood. Goetz pointed to the emergence of a new poetic language and forms of expres-
sion, which were associated with an awareness of multiple layers of language: “Mood 
no longer inhibits expression, but becomes an indescribable abyss of feelings, bridged 
by words. Rhetoric is lost, there is no further talk about things — they speak for them-
selves; allegory is rejected, things become volatile, and yet definite symbols for other 
things, revealing mysterious interconnections (…) form, words, images, things be-
come a mythical symbolic expression of how the poet’s soul is shaken.”171 The chief 
sources of inspiration for poets of the new generation were the works of Friedrich 
Hölderlin, Novalis, Clemens Brentano, Ludwig Achim von Arnim, Paul Jean, August 
von Platen, Detlev von Liliencron, Stefan George and Alfred Mombert.172 

The First World War and occupation by the German army aroused short-lived 
hope among Baltic Germans that the former colonial system might well survive. 
Under the guidance of Otto Grautoff, a German reporter and expert in French art, a 
six-volume work was published, Die Baltischen Provinzen (The Baltic Provinces, Part 
I–VI, 1916–1917), giving an overview of local cultural history, literature and architec-
ture. The motto of this work was: “This is German land in respect of its spiritual life, 
and it will remain German as long as its sons live here.”173 Belief in restoration of the 
old patriarchal system was raised by the visit to Jelgava made by Kaiser Wilhelm II of 
Germany (in 1916 and 1917) and was expressed in a proposal (1918) for a Baltic 
Duchy personally subordinated to the German Kaiser.

Succeeding events, the foundation of independent states (Lithuania, Latvia, Esto-
nia), totally changed the status in society of Baltic Germans from being the dominant 
power to being just one of the national minorities. Literary works reacted to these 
events directly and in many cases became the venue for demonstrating one’s attitudes 

169 Schiemann, P. Elfriede Skalberg zum 25-jährigen Dichterjubiläum. Rigasche Rundschau, Nr. 258, 1927, S. 5.
170 Thomson, E. Bruno Goetz zum 65. Geburtstag. Baltische Rundschau, Nr. 10, 1950, S. 7.
171 Ostsee und Ostland. Die Baltischen Provinzen. Die jungen Balten. Goetz, B. (Hrsg.). Berlin, Charlottenburg: 

F. Lehmann Verlag, 1916, S. XVIII.
172 Goetz, B. Vorwort. Ostsee und Ostland, S. IX–XX.
173 Grautoff, O. Die baltischen Provinzen. Zum Geleit! Die Baltischen Provinzen: Bauten und Bilder. Bd. 3, 

Separat druck. Berlin-Charlottenburg: F. Lehmann Verlag, 1916.
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and for documentation of historical events. The presence of the Baltic region in 20th 
century texts is a continuing demonstration of the status of Baltic German literature as 
local literature. It is symptomatic that both the attitude of the author vis-à-vis local 
history and social events, and the personality of the author, and incomparably less — 
the artistic qualities of literary works are at the focus of study of Baltic German litera-
ture. Acceptance of their change in governance was not easy. Gertrud von den 
Brincken wrote: “The red-white-red flag displayed on 18 November 1919 on the mar-
ket square and streets marked celebration of Latvia’s first birthday. This meant that, 
from now on there would be no more Courland, that the homeland had lost its old be-
loved name. The blast of sound from a brass band shook the five windows of our street 
which had seen much, and led our hearts to ... one did not know what to say, and 
whatever for?”174 The writer Herbert von Hoerner reminisced that: “We thought about 
the newborn state, which called itself “Latvija”, a little arrogantly, it must be admitted. 
Of course, it had to be a republic, it could not be otherwise. “Charles the First” sitting 
on the throne of the Duchy of Courland would have been too ridiculous. Who were 
those new statesmen, starting with the state president? Their names — had these not 
been what our coachmen and servants were called? And so we found them to look the 
same.”175 Several decades later, in 1939, a different view was offered, just before depar-
ture — the Baltic German historian Hans von Rimscha of Riga pointed out that Lat-
vians together with Germans had founded Latvia in 1918,176 evidently referring to the 
contribution made by the Landeswehr to fighting during the War of Independence.

The agrarian reform of 1920 struck heavily at the nobility and, afterwards, many of 
their families left Latvia irreversibly. The art historian Imants Lancmanis has pointed 
out that by confiscating castles and palace from their owners real damage was inflicted 
on cultural history — out of the 1479 estates registered in Latvia in 1920, at least 100 
were important cultural monuments. The agrarian reform together with abrogation of 
property rights to large estates interrupted and in many cases consigned to perdition 
the long, rich history of manors in the Baltic as an important segment of the history of 
Baltic art and architecture. A Council for Protection of Art Monuments was estab-
lished in 1923 and registered several estates and castles, however, popular feeling to-
wards the Baltic German aristocracy was so negative, that attitudes were unsparing 

174 “Rot-weiß-rot beflaggte der 18. November 1919 Marktplatz und Straßen zu Lettlands erster Geburtstagsfeier. 
Das bedeutete, daß es fortan kein Kurland mehr geben würde, daß der Heimat ihren alten geliebten Namen 
verloren hatte. Das Schmettern des Bläserkorps brachte unsere fünf kummergewohnten Straßenfenster zum 
Mitklirren, brachte das Herz zum... man wußste selber nicht zu erklären, wozu eigentlich?” Brincken G. 
von den. Land unter. Erlebnisse aus zwei Weltkriegen, Bolschewikenzeit und Nachkriegsjahren. Darmstadt: 
J. G. Bläschke Verlag, 1976, S. 143.

175 “Wir dachten über das neugeborene Staatenkind, das sich “Latvija” nannte ein wenig hochmütig, das muss man 
schon sagen. Natürlich, eine Republik musste es sein, anders ging‘s ja wohl nicht. Etwa ein “Karlis der Erste” auf 
dem ehemaligen Herzogsthron, von Kurland hätte sich doch garzu lächerlich ausgenommen. Wer waren des 
diese neuen Statsmänner, vom Präsidenten angefangen? Ihre Namen – hatten so nicht früher unsere Kutscher 
und Diener geheissen? Un so sahen sie auch aus, fanden wir.” Whiton, J. “Das Haus am See”: an unpublished 
memoir of a Baltic Baron. Journal of Baltic Studies, No. 1, 1996, p. 82. 

176 Henning, D. Die deutsche Volksgruppe in Lettland und die Rechte der Minderheiten 1918 bis 1940. Die 
Deutsche Volksgruppe in Lettland während der Zwischenkriegszeit und aktuelle Fragen des deutsch-lettischen 
Verhältnises. S. 41.
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and this registration played no significant role 
in the preservation of art and architectural 
 values.177 The politician Paul Schiemann was 
greatly responsible for consolidating the Baltic 
Germans in Latvia and those who emigrated 
from Latvia. The newspaper, which he led over 
many years, Rigasche Rundschau, was also 
widely read abroad. Personal character traits of 
the liberal P. Schiemann, and the conservative 
Wilhelm von Fircks, helped to maintain Baltic 
German unity in the world.178

Paul Schiemann was also an active member 
of the Latvian Constitutional Convention, and 
he was one of the authors of the Latvian Con-
stitution (Satversme). In 1927, Gustavs Zem-
gals, the State President of Latvia, invited Paul Schiemann to constitute a Latvian na-
tional government; P. Schiemann turned down this invitation. Public attitudes towards 
Baltic Germans changed at the start of Ulmanis’ dictatorship; the rights of minorities 
were curtailed, and this became a factor promoting the spread of national socialist 
ideas among the Baltic Germans.179 

The period of Latvian independence is important for Baltic German culture in 
terms of the research into Baltic history and linguistics,180 in addition to activation of 
cooperation between Baltic Germans and Latvians. During the interwar period Guido 
Hermann Eckardt reviewed Latvian cultural events for the Baltic German press, and 
for her part, Elfriede Eckardt-Skalberg translated Latvian poetry into German verses 
which were published in two collections of selected poems.181 The Latvian poet Jānis 
Sudrabkalns wrote articles about German concerts, theatre, and literature, and several 
Latvians translated Baltic German poetry and prose.182  Alexander Maria Schnabel, 
one of the most unique personalities in Baltic German musical life, an organiser of 
concerts at the Blackheads’ House, a music critic and pianist, a music teacher, and 
founder of the Union of Baltic German music teachers, was a student of Jāzeps Vītols. 
Helmuth Scheunchen, a Baltic German historian of music, has described Schnabel as 
an unusual composer, one in whose works impressionistic features can be seen which 
derive from different national schools of composition, including influences by musical 
traditions of the indigenous peoples of the Baltic region. It is possible that it was with 

177 Lancmanis, I. Schlösser und Herrenhäuser in Lettland. Probleme und Lösungen. Jahrbuch des baltischen 
Deutsch tums, Bd. LII 52, 2005, S. 19–20. 

178 Skudra, O. Vācbaltiešu kopienas prese. Latvijas Republikas prese 1918–1940. Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 425. lpp.
179 Cf.: Henning, D. Die deutsche Volksgruppe in Lettland, S. 51–52. 
180 Pavidis, S. Vācu valoda un literatūra cauri gadsimtiem. Vācu kultūra Latvijā. Ieskats vācu–latviešu novadu 

kul tūras un vācu biedrību vēsturē. Dribins, L. (red.). Rīga: Latvijas Vācu savienība, 2009, 10. lpp. 
181 “Moderne lettische Lyrik”, 1920; “Lettische Lyrik”, 1924.
182 CF the manuscripts of K. Krūza at: LU AB R4661 “Dziļā elpa. Triju tautu tulki” (1934); LU AB R4702 “Bal-

tijas dzejnieki” [these include translations of Baltic German poetry taken from compilations of the latter 
1895–1924] (1941); LU ABR4660 “Atdzejojumi”, 14 units. 

Fig. 13. Paul Schiemann mobilising voters for the 1928 
elections. Caricature (Insert from the book, Hiden, J. 
Defender of Minorities. Paul Schiemann, 1876–1944. 
London, 2004) 
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the support of Vītols that the National Opera of Latvia staged in 1929 the dance drama 
by Schnabel, Die Aufruhr (Mutiny), the only work by the Baltic German composer of 
the interwar period to appear on its stage.183 

A new generation of talented literary figures entered the field of Baltic German 
lite rature. They were united by their interest in expressionism. Traces of symbolism are 
found in their texts as well. The chief sources of inspiration are Stefan George and 
Rainer Maria Rilke. Their works, however, leave a depressed feeling, the predominance 
is one of being tired, bored (müde). During the 1930s, Baltic German literature was 
also influenced by national socialist ideas, which are most clearly evident in the theo-
retical works by the young generation of writers and in their poetry.184 Lex Schloss 
published an article in the periodical Baltische Monatshefte (Baltic Monthly) present-
ing his overview of contemporary poetry in Germany. His article was inspired by ideas 
of National Socialism, since it was a summary of what was current in other Baltic 
 German texts.185 The attempt at drawing closer Baltic German and Latvian culture 
proved to be short-lived. The end of the Second World War meant the end of the Baltic 
German community in the Baltic region. The number of Baltic Germans who re-
mained in Latvia after the war was minute.186 

Let us now turn to Baltic German émigrés literature. The term émigrés may appear 
surprising, given that 1939 is described as the year of Baltic German repatriation; how-
ever, for Baltic Germans the Baltic was their only homeland, and their emotions when 
leaving were similar to those which we can find expressed in Latvian exile literature — 
additionally even when residence has been found in a foreign land, sorrow remains 
about the loss of fatherland. A comparative analysis of the phenomenon of exile re-
flected in the poetry of Baltic Germans and Latvians certainly ought to be fruitful. The 
issue of the lost homeland appeared in Baltic German literature during the Russifica-
tion period at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, and then took up a permanent 
presence. The events of 1905, the period of independent Latvia, the transfer of prop-
erty owned by Germans to Latvians are associated with sadness and a feeling that the 
end of culture had come, in texts this is often manifested with the image of Atlantis, 
the submerged land. The frontier between two cultural worlds is often functionally 
represented by bodies of water — a river, a lake, a pond, and rarely — the sea.187 These 
are depths out of which life emerges in a mystical fashion, and which are like a 
 mother’s lap to which it returns, while the placid patriarchal life of the 19th century 
takes on the image of paradise lost in the memories of those who have left. 

During the 20th century, Baltic German literature developed in three directions. 
Firstly, some of the Baltic German writers after their departure no longer associated 

183 Scheunchen, H. Die Musikgeschichte der Deutschen in den baltischen Landen, S. 165.
184 Schloß, L. Junge Dichtung der Zeit. Baltische Monatshefte, Nr. 11, 1937; anthology Geht ein Ruf übers Land. 

Zehn junge baltische Dichter stellen sich vor, 1934.
185 The anthology of works by the younger generation of poets is a brilliant example of this: Geht ein Ruf übers 

Land. Zehn junge baltische Dichter stellen sich vor, 1934.
186 A total of approximately 2000 Baltic Germans remained in Estonia and Latvia, see: Taube, A., Thomson, E. 

Die Deutschbalten. Schicksal und Erbe einer eigenständigen Gemeinschaft. Lüneburg: Carl-Schirren-
Gesellschaft, 1973, S. 71.

187 The relevant works were stories by S.von Vegesack, "Jaschke und Janne", "Hochzeit in Zarnikau"; "Der Fluß"  by 
W. Bergen gruen;  the novel "Der graue Reiter" by H.von Hoerner; the story, "Darthe Semmit", by F. Külpe, etc.
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themselves with the Baltic region, and their works 
became a part of German literature; among them 
German writer Frank Thiess, who was born in 
Ikšķile and who coined the term “internal emigra-
tion”. Secondly, a number of Baltic Germans who 
left devoted themselves to mysticism and religious 
speculation.188 Thirdly, there were a number of writ-
ers who in their creative works retained an enduring 
link with the Baltic region. It is exactly this part of 
Baltic German literature, works with a distinctly 
auto biographic flavour, which are the most interest-
ing part of the totality of Baltic German prose. These 
works often deconstruct entrenched stereotypes in 
respect of history and understanding of our mutual 
interaction.

Werner Bergengruen and Siegfried von Vege-
sack were the most appealing personalities of 20th 
century Baltic German prose writing. Undoubtedly, 
Werner Bergengruen, a master of German short sto-
ries and novels, is artistically the most eminent Baltic German literary figure of the 20th 
century. He began his creative writing career with a pronounced interest in romanti-
cism, and in 1939 he published a biography of Ernst Theodore Amadeus Hoffmann.189 
Bergengruen found attractive the combination in Hoffmann’s work of reality and fan-
tasy, the union of apparent and mystical, macabre anticipation, the joy of irony and 
playing games. If it is thought that Baltic German literature is provincial and of little 
value, then a collection of his stories Der Tod von Reval (Death in Reval, 1939) puts paid 
to such an assertion; in a masterful way, Bergengruen rolls up into a single ball the liv-
ing and the dead, and neither the specific time nor location is of any importance: “But 
up there in the far north, up there far in the east, up there by the sea, there strong, hard 
liquor (vodka) is drunk. There twilight is at home, and fog banks and snowstorms, and 
in the summer, the evening haze blurs into morning light, and the dead are ever present 
in the midst of daily life.”190 During the 1930s, when the book was taking shape, Reval 
no longer existed on maps of the world191, Bergengruen had by then irreversibly de-
parted from the Baltic region, taking along his sorrow at the loss of his homeland; 
nonetheless the book contains considerable merriment and irony. To a certain extent 

188 Cf.: the works by M. Kyber, an enthusiast of esoteric matters and anthroposophy, Die drei Lichten der kleinen 
Veronika. Der Roman einer Kinderseele in dieser und jener Welt, 1929; Einführung in das Gesamtgebiet des 
Okkultismus vom Altertum bis zur Gegenwart, 1923.

189 Bergengruen, W. E. T. A. Hofmann. Zürich: Der Arche, 1939. 
190 “Aber dort oben im Norden, dort oben im Osten, dort oben am Meer, dort wird der schwere kräftige Branntwein 

getrunken. Dort sind die Dämmerungen zu Hause und die Nebelwolken und Schneegestöber, und im hohen 
Sommer geht die Abendröte mählich hinüber in den roten Morgenschein. Und mitten in allem Leben sind die 
Toten gegenwärtig.” Bregengruen, W. Der Tod von Reval. Kuriose Geschichten aus einer alten Stadt. Frankfurt 
am Main, Hamburg: Fischer Bücherei, 1958, S. 12.

191 The German name for the Estonian capital city Tallinn (translator’s note).

Fig. 14. Siegfried von Vegesack and 
Werner Bergengruen. 1957 (Source: http://www.
kohoutikriz.org/priloha/veges.php)
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and in this respect similarity may be found with the collection of prose works by the 
Danish writer, Jørn Riel, Den kolde jomfru og andre skrøner (The Cool Virgin and Other 
Stories, 1974). Michael Ignatieff, a biographer of Isaiah Berlin, describes the “unique-
ness” of people as related to the idea of freedom — people are not mass-produced items, 
everyone is absolutely unique and individual because he is free by nature.192 Like that 
are Bergengruen’s characters as well — they suffer unusual fates, not because they seek 
out adventure, but because they allow themselves to go with the flow of events. This 
stream leads everyone from the time of his birth towards his death — awareness of its 
presence and treating this lightly, occasionally toying with death, has led some to asso-
ciate W. Bergengruen with the Baroque period. However, his is a more profound and 
far-reaching mystical appreciation of the world. The author sensed the constant pre-
sence of death already from childhood; born into the family of a medical doctor, he 
spent his childhood in a house built over the former graveyard of plague victims, and 
later — close by the cemetery of war victims and the deceased of a hospital. W. Bergen-
gruen is one of the few Baltic German writers to convert to Catholicism, and the deci-
sion to do so was related to a search for deeper meaning, for the roots of Christianity. 
The writer has set nearly all of his works in the past: in the middle ages for the work — 
Feuersprobe (Trial by Fire, 1933); during the early Renaissance — Der Grosstyran und 
das Gericht (The Great Tyrant and the Court, 1935); during the Reformation and late 
Renaissance — Am Himmel wie auf Erden (In Heaven as on Earth, 1940); during the 
Age of the Enlightenment — Das grosse Alkahest (The Great Alchemist, 1926), etc. 
W. Bergengruen, as a master of the short story genre, sustains liveliness, even drama-
tism and the unexpected in his novels. 

Nevertheless, it is possible that Siegfried von Vegesack, a childhood friend of 
W. Bergengruen, who is very different from the latter as a writer, is the most widely 
read Baltic German novelist. Vegesack attended the Riga City Gymnasium during the 
Russification period, and had gained a good mastery of the Russian language; he 
worked as an interpreter for the German Army and also translated into German the 
works of Nikolai Leskov, Vladimir Nabokov, Ivan Turgenev, and Nikolai Gogol. 

In his youth, thanks to pursuing studies in Berlin, Heidelberg, and later in Munich, 
Vegesack made the acquaintance of members of the Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Horse-
man) group of Expressionists at Munich, and formed a close friendship with the artist 
Alfred Kubin, who painted several portraits of the writer. Nevertheless, enthusiasm for 
expressionism and even Dadaism, which Vegesack himself denied, being of the opin-
ion that his works were not influenced by any -ism, was short-lived, and is discernible 
only in a few plays written during his youth. Prose was the true genre of Vegesack, 
since the basis for any of his compositions was an actual event, or real-life prototypes 
for his characters: the writer himself admits that real life events are considerably more 
fantastic than what our human brains are able to invent.193 Most of his works are re-
lated to the Baltic region. Vegesack’s main achievement was the voluminous Baltic 

192 Cf. The interview: Centrālais ezis un vēsais labums. Ar Maiklu Ignatjevu sarunājas Ieva Lešinska. Rīgas 
Laiks, Nr. 7, 2012, 21. lpp.

193 Baumer, F. Siegfried von Vegesack. Heimat im Grenzenlosen. Eine Lebensbeschreibung. Heilbronn: Eugen 
Salzer-Verlag, 1974, S. 16.
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 Trilogy (1933–1960).194 This novel has become a unique monument to the destiny of 
the Baltic Germans — in it description of nature in the Baltic region is combined with 
experiences of the principal hero, Aurel von Heidenkampf, and partly with the author’s 
own experiences dating from early childhood until 1939, and tracing all of the porten-
tous twists and turns of the ruin of the Baltic German community in the Baltic region. 
This novel describes the close links that existed between Baltic German culture and 
Western Europe, as well as the colonial thought processes of the landed gentry. In this 
way the novel, which lacks any hint of anti-Semitism, very adeptly was swallowed up 
by the ideological stance of Germany during the second half of the 1930s.195 

Relations between Latvians in exile and Baltic Germans after the Second World 
War were hesitant, although articles in the post-war press called for cooperation (in 
Baltic German periodicals the terms Erdgenossen, and Heimatgenossen are used to de-
scribe both communities), in order to keep alive the common hope for freedom of the 
homeland. Closer contacts were formed between researchers, for example, the Latvian 
historian Ādolfs Šilde was a member of the editorial board of the Baltic German peri-
odical, Baltische Hefte (Baltic Notebooks, 1954–1977) and there were other Latvians 
among authors, with the German–Latvian Union (Deutsch–Lettische Vereinigung) 
founded in Augsburg in 1954.196 An exchange of information about cultural events ap-
peared in the Latvian exile publication Latvija, and in the Baltic German periodical 
Baltische Briefe (Baltic Letters, from 1948 onwards). Mutual interest was fostered by 
works which portrayed life in Latvia before the Second World War, and which ex-
pressed sadness about the lost homeland. The home of the Baltic German poet and 
translator E. Eckardt-Skalberg in Überlingen am Bodensee was the scene for visits by 
several Latvian writers.197 Pāvils Klāns wrote: she “is an elderly, partially blind, poor 
artistic soul who adores Pushkin and Lermontov, in addition to Strēlerte and Skalbe, 
particularly loves Akuraters, that is poetry with a more rigid form and excellent style, 
(…) she smokes cigarettes like a gypsy woman and (…) lives in a 500 year old chapel, 
which was given over to civilian use only 100 years ago. This edifice has its own his-
tory, with many buried bodies and ghosts; I slept in the room of a young beautiful lady 
who had committed suicide. (…) To be in the world is beautiful, but it is more beauti-
ful to live. Eckardt is really quite old, yet she still goes swimming. And she does not 
think about the past and what has been lost, as does our generation which is so 
 shamefully unheroic, degenerate and intoxicated by materialism; she still looks 

194 The trilogy starts with a novel written in three parts: Blumbergshof (covers the period between the birth of 
the author up until the beginning of the 20th century, published in 1933), Herren ohne Heer (covers the years 
of the First World War, published in 1934), Totentanz in Livland (set in the year 1919 in Latvia, published 
in 1935). In later editions these parts were combined into a single novel — Baltische Tragödie (1937). This 
is followed by Der letzte Akt (covers the period of Latvian independence up until departure from Latvia in 
1939, in 1957), and by Vorfahren und Nachkommen (covering the history of the family from the 17th century 
up until 1888, in 1960).

195 Röhrl, B. Die revidierte Moderne. Siegfried von Vegesack — Das gescheiterte Experiment einer “neuen 
Heimatliteratur” im Dritten Reich. Die totalitäre Erfahrung. Deutsche Literatur und Drittes Reich. Berlin: 
Duncker & Humblot, 2003, S. 88. 

196 See: Letter by Ā. Šilde to E. Skalberg 21.10.1954. Latvijas Valsts arhīvs (LVA), 2176. f., 1-v apr., 243. l.
197 Vasariņš, P. Ciemos pie Elfrīdas Ekhardes-Skalbergas. Latvija Amerikā, Nr. 62, 1963, 3. lpp.
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 forward to the future”.198 In 1960, a collection of Latvian poetry cast into German verse 
form by E.  Eckardt-Skalberg was published in Hannover-Döhren as Lettische Lyrik 
(Latvian Poetry). Her 70th birthday jubilee was intended to be the occasion for a meet-
ing of Baltic intellectuals — W. Bergengruen and Bruno Goetz were among the invited 
guests, as well as the Latvian historian Ādolfs Šilde.199 

The Baltic German individual as a resident of the Baltic region appears as a char-
acter in Latvian exile literature, in cases where the author deals with the past. Setting 
aside the often-repeated approach to social political issues, these authors seek to un-
derstand the nature of relations between his characters and highlights their complexity 
as a reason for conflict200 or, alternatively, in searching for depths of feeling, intellectual 
and cultural values, unexpectedly finds solace among Baltic Germans, since “they were 
history, a breath of fresh air, culture — all that I was searching for!”201

Starting with the last decades of the 20th century, new cooperative contacts have 
developed between Baltic Germans and Latvians during the period of renewed inde-
pendence of Latvia. It must be admitted that problems still exist. With renewal of in-
terest in Baltic German culture, a part of society regards the study of this legacy as 
self-explanatory, as well as its renewal and safeguarding. This has required additional 
resources and often enough entailed a struggle with the newly established bureaucracy. 
Imants Lancmanis, an art historian, considers as positive the overall trend observed 
thus far. Thus, for example, once manors and palaces formerly owned by Baltic 
 Germans are acquired by new owners, either local government bodies or private indi-
viduals, their history is investigated, and efforts are made to preserve and carefully to 
restore these properties, often converting them for use as museums, exhibition halls, 
and culture centres. The Association of Latvian Castles, Palaces and Manors, which 
cares for informing the general public, plays an enormous role in this work.202 

Results of a survey conducted in the spring of 2006 by researchers at Tartu Univer-
sity (replies received from 315 Baltic Germans and their descendants of various ages) 
show that the self-awareness of this community is still high, that more than half of the 
respondents (250) in describing their origin, use terms variously referring to the Baltic 
region, i.e. as Balten, Baltic Germans, or Germans with Baltic roots, etc., independent 
of the fact that some of them have never visited the Baltic region, and also that their 
familiarity with the Latvian language, at best, is associated with their grandparents’ 
generation. At the same time as insisting on their Baltic roots, many still employ collo-
quially elements of the indigenous languages, which, inter alia, we have found to have 
been part Baltic German vocabulary over the centuries, for example, words borrowed 

198 See the letters, P. Klāna vēstules V. Tomai 06.06.58. un 11.06.58. at the LU AB Reto grāmatu un rokrakstu 
no daļa. Nr. 12268: 52. Toma Velta. Dzejniece. Sarakste. Vēstules V. Tomai (typed manscript). 

199 Regretably, B. Goetz passed away that spring, but Ā. Šilde attended the celebrations; his speech was the 
basis for the article celebrating the Jubilee in the local German press; Cf.: E. Skalbergas vēstule Ā. Šildem 
28.03.1954. LVA, 2176. f., 1-v apr., 243. l.; Dr. St. Mittlerin zwischen Ost und West. Zum Geburtstag der 
Dichterin Elfriede Eckardt-Skalberg in Ueberlingen. Linzgau Zeitung, 1954, 6. apr. 

200 Cf.: Janovskis, G. Uz neatgriešanos! Bruklina: Grāmatu Draugs, 1973.
201 Zariņš, G. Mieles. Dvēseļu bojāeja. Romāni. Rīga: Karogs, 2001, 216. lpp.
202 Lancmanis, I. Schlösser und Herrenhäuser in Lettland, S. 21–23. 
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from the Latvian language, as for example, span from 
“spainis” (pail), burkane from “burkāns” (carrot), plīte from 
“plīts” (cooking-stove), and also about food which is re-
garded as typical of the Baltic region, caraway-seeded buns, 
bacon pies and fruit-juice jelly which they make for special 
occasions.203 

During the past two decades, for the first time in the 
history of Latvia we have seen emergence of a generation of 
young Latvian scholars who have adopted as their field of 
study the multi-cultural diversity of the Baltic region; many 
of them have studied the Germanic languages and pay par-
ticular attention to Baltic German culture. Careful studies 
will have to be done to understand the intellectual climate 
which prevailed locally throughout the centuries and its 
multi-cultural facets, one of which was Baltic German 
 culture.

Conclusions

Baltic Germans are German individuals born in the 
Baltic region, or who have spent the greatest part of their life, and set down roots in 
the Baltic region. Baltic German culture is traditionally associated with the time be-
tween 12th century until their departure in the autumn of 1939 and also at the end of 
the Second World War; territorially — principally with the regions of Kurzeme, Lat-
gale, and Vidzeme. Previous to founding of the Latvian state Baltic Germans played 
the dominant role for all developments in the region; they created and definitively in-
fluenced all sectors of Baltic culture, including, for example, even Latvian folklore — 
evidence for which is provided by the compilations of Latvian folk songs published 
during the first half of the 19th century, several hymns translated into verses by Baltic 
Germans have been accepted by Latvians as part of their folklore, a process which is 
generally accepted to have been promoted by G.  F.  Stender who translated German  
popular songs into Latvian. 

Baltic German culture is a colonial culture and up until the mid-18th century it 
imitated culture in the German-speaking part of Europe as its spiritual centre. Search 
by Baltic German society for its identity and local specificities began during the Age of 
the Enlightenment — the second half of the 18th century. This period is linked to the 
activities of the poet and playwright Jacob Michael Reinhold Lenz, who was born in 
Livonia, and was a friend of J. W. Goethe and J. G. Herder.

At the beginning of the 20th century, thanks to a new generation who had been 
 educated at Western European universities, some of whom had learned the Russian 

203 Bender, R. Die Identität der Deutschbalten heutzutage. Spuren deutscher Identität in Mittel- und Osteuropa 
seit 1945. Merchiers, D., Siary, G. (Hrsg.). Bern, Berlin etc.: Peter Lang, 2011, S. 331–339.

Fig. 15. Elfriede Eckardt-Skalberg. 
Portrait by M. Müller-Passau (Source: 
Linsgau Zeitung, 6 April 1954)
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language, a rapid modernisation process set in of sentimental romantic Baltic German 
literature, the process influenced by ideas taken over from Russian schools of the Silver 
Age, as well as by new art at centres of European modernism, i.e. Vienna, Berlin, and 
mostly Munich. Leading German prose writers, such as the impressionist Eduard von 
Keyserling, and Werner Bergengruen, the writer of novels and short stories, were born 
in Courland and Livonia and had spent their childhood and early years in the Baltic 
region. The reader today finds most interesting that part of Baltic German literature 
which consists of memoirs about interesting aspects of local culture. These memoirs 
present excellent insight into the particular world of the community, together with a 
partisan, often controversial view of historical events.

Baltic German culture set an example for Latvians to follow, as well as schooling 
them, almost from the time that the territory was conquered and the titular peoples 
came to accept their subjugation. During the period of the National Awakening, as 
well as during the second half of the 19th century, the influence of German culture on 
Latvian intellectual life was considerable. During the first period of Latvian state inde-
pendence, the Baltic Germans were reduced to the status of a minority. The coming to 
power of Kārlis Ulmanis in 1934 interrupted implementation of democratic minority 
policies, and the situation in the country deteriorated rapidly on the eve of the Second 
World War, with departure of the Baltic Germans, and the gradual loss of independ-
ence by Latvia. 

Members of the Baltic German intelligentsia who left Latvia during the mid-20th 
century and later, continued their work in new countries of residence, these mostly 
being Germany and the USA, with a few individuals also moving to Northern Europe, 
and elsewhere. Baltic German society has undergone a gradual process of assimilation, 
but part of the older generation has retained an intellectual link with their homeland.

Although Baltic German culture in the Baltic region has ceased to exist, active re-
search on it continues abroad, with research centres also becoming archive reposito-
ries in Marburg (the Herder Institute), in Lüneburg (Carl Schirren Gesellschaft), and 
in Darmstadt (Deutsch-Baltische Genealogische Gesellschaft), which offer possibilities 
for the study of topics which so far have been barely investigated, for example, Baltic 
German culture in Latgalia, or Baltic German folklore. Baltic German societies have 
restarted to work in Latvia after the restoration of independence in the early 1990s. A 
new generation of researchers has grown up in Latvia which has a new approach to the 
investigation of politics, culture and relations between different national groups in 
 Latvia’s past, wherein the Baltic Germans played an important role. 
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NATIONAL MINORITY CULTURES IN LATVIA

From the first days of its existence as a state, Latvia has sought to establish a rapport with its national 
minority peoples by guaranteeing their cultural and national rights. During the 1920s, the Republic 
of Latvia joined the international system for minority protection and implemented a policy protect-
ing the cultural autonomy of its minorities. Minority culture, in particular on the stage and in the 
music field enriched the culture of Latvia. Latvia was occupied by the USSR during the summer of 
1940, a year later by Nazi Germany, and the Soviet occupation regime was renewed at the end of the 
Second World War, a regime that promoted Russification and made no effort to protect the cultural 
traditions of the historic national minority peoples of Latvia. The cultural life of these minorities 
was reborn with restoration of Latvian state independence in 1990–1991 in the form of amateur 
groups, professional literary figures and artists who render the cultural scene more colourful and 
varied, and who promote inter-cultural dialogue.

Keywords: nation-state, national minority peoples, cultural autonomy, cultural associations, ethno-
cutural identity, inter-cultural dialogue.

Latvian culture has a long history. It originated towards the end of Antiquity and 
during the Middle Ages by combining the culture and traditions of Baltic and Finno-
Ugric peoples living in the region. During the 16th century, Latvian culture emerged 
based on the cultural traditions of individual Baltic tribes, while during the 19th cen-
tury Latvian national culture was formed in close contact with Western culture, in the 
first instance, with German culture, and also with Russian culture.

Over the centuries, the ethnic groups which predated the national minority peo-
ples of Latvia had to weather wars and epidemics, bringing demographic and other 
changes. The German language and culture entered the Baltic region during the 
13th  century crusades, and a regional Baltic German culture had formed by the 
19th century. The inclusion of the territory inhabited by Latvians into the Russian Em-
pire during the 18th century paved the way for the immigration of Russian culture, 
which was significant during the 19th century. Local Jewish, Polish and Lithuanian cul-
tural life formed and developed in the 16th–17th centuries. Each of these cultures re-
flected a different historical identity. However, no single common culture space formed 
in Latvia before 1918.
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Latvia: the state and national minority peoples

As was the case for many other Eastern European states, the Republic of Latvia 
proclaimed in 18 November 1918 contained a substantial proportion (approximately 
25%1) of ethnic minority peoples.2 The precursor of the Latvian Parliament, the  People’s 
Council, which had been formed by Latvian democratic political parties, recognised at 
its first sitting, on 17 November 1918, that the different ethnic communities in Latvia 
constituted national minority peoples and granted them the right to select their repre-
sentatives in state administrative bodies and legislative institutions. National mino-
rities were defined to be those immigrant groups who had become a historical part of 
the local population, and who were part of the national assets of the state.

Democratic politicians in Latvia held to the position that the Latvian nation and 
the national minority peoples must be encouraged legally to combine so as to consti-
tute a single people of Latvia.3 At the time, this proposal did not find favour with the 
minority peoples. The local Baltic German community was the most dismissive of this 
idea.

The German nobility sought to establish a Baltic state under their control, which 
would align itself with Germany.4 In terms of citizenship, it was in the interests of the 
Baltic Germans that a state consisting of two communities, Latvians and Germans, be 
established. Baltic Germans initialy rejected their status as a minority people as unac-
ceptable.

The invasion by the Red Army in late 1918 forced German and Latvian politicians 
to form a single defence force. Volunteer soldiers who arrived from Germany formed 
the Iron Division (Eiserne Division), while Baltic Germans mobilised their youth into 
the Baltische Landeswehr. Initially, the Latvian armed units only consisted of several 
companies. Riga fell to the invaders, and the Latvian government moved to Liepāja. 
Baltic German and German fighting units refused to recognise the authority of the 
Latvian government, and a shock force from the Landeswehr carried out a putsch in 
Liepāja against the provisional government led by Kārlis Ulmanis. An alternative, 
more pliable Cabinet of Ministers was formed, led by the Latvian collaborator, An-
drievs Niedra, which was more accommodating to German demands. The Latvian 

1 In 1930, Russians comprised 10.62% of the population of Latvia, 4.97% were Jews, 3.68% Germans, 3.12%  
Poles, 1.9% Belarusians, 1.36%  Lithuanians, 0.4% Gypsies, and 0.2% Ukrainians (Trešā tautas skaitīšana 
Latvijā 1930. gadā: Tautība [Troisième recensement de la population en Lettonie en 1930: Nationalité etnique]. 
Skujenieks, M. (red.). Rīga: Valsts Statistiskā pārvalde, 1930, 66. lpp.).

2 For additional insight into the meaning of the concept of ‘minority’ in terms of national relations, see: Brun-
ner, G. Nationalitätenprobleme und Minderheitenkonflikte in Osteuropa: Strategien für Europa. Gütersloh: 
Verl. Bertelsmann-Stiftung, 1996, S. 20–24. (Georg Brunner (1936–2002) from 1984 until his death was 
Director of the Institut für Ostrecht, University of Cologne.)

3 Valters, M. Das Staatsvolk Lettlands. Baltische Zeitung, 1918, 16 Nov.; Esi sveicināta, jaunā Latvija! [editorial 
article]. Jaunākās Ziņas, 1918, 19. nov., Nr. 4, 1. lpp.

4 Whilst in Berlin, the lawyer Paul Schiemann, a representative of liberal Baltic German circles, submitted to 
the German Reichstag and Ministry for Foreign Affairs a letter protesting efforts at promoting the concept 
of the Baltic States as feudal states, and advised the authorities to begin negotiating with Latvians about 
practical measures to resolve relations. See: Stopinski, S. Das Baltikum im Patt der Mächte: zur Entstehung 
Estlands, Lettlands und Litauens im Gefolge des Ersten Weltkriegs. Berlin: Verl. Arno Spitz, 1997, S. 83.
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people ignored this entity and held it in contempt, whereas the German community 
supported it. The Landeswehr, together with the Iron Division and a Latvian brigade 
liberated Kurzeme, Zemgale and Riga from communist “proletarian dictatorship”, but 
the German forces then proceeded to attack forces engaged in liberating Vidzeme, i.e. 
those German units and the Latvian brigade which had remained loyal to the legiti-
mate government of Latvia. The hostile German forces were defeated at Cēsis on 
22–23 June 1919. The government led by Ulmanis returned to Riga. The Entente bro-
kered a cease-fire. This averted a civil war between the Baltic Germans, and Latvians.

These events convinced the Baltic Germans to denounce their adventurous leader-
ship and the Landeswehr was placed under the command of the Latvian Army. In July 
German and Jewish representatives became ministers in the Latvian government.

Riga was attacked in October 1919 by the Iron Division under the command of 
Riediger von der Goltz, allied with regiments of a Russian White Guard army (led by 
Bermondt). At that time more than 5000 Russians, Poles, Jews, Belarusians, and 
Lithuanians living in Latvia joined the Latvian army. Initially, the German commu-
nity took a neutral position, but later it congratulated Latvia on this victory.5 Never-
theless, more than 20 000 Baltic Germans subsequently left for Germany. The major-
ity of the remaining German community accepted the situation, and in 1920 the 
Landeswehr took part in an operation mounted by Latvian and Polish armies to liber-
ate Latgale.6

In the 1920 elections for the Constitutional Assembly of Latvia, candidates were 
put forward by German, Jewish, Russian, and Polish political parties and unions. How-
ever, many members of the minority groups did not bother to vote with the result that 
only 17 out of the 150 representatives elected to the Assembly were from various mino-
rities; twice as many could have been elected based on their share of the population. 

Memories of bad experiences dating from the 1905 revolution and the Latvian 
War of Independence (1918–1920) negatively affected relations between Latvians and 
Germans. The terror unleashed by Latvian communists against Germans during the 
first half of 1919, and German soldiers’ atrocities against Latvian workers and peasants 
during the expulsion of the communist dictatorship (the government led by Pēteris 
Stučka), particularly in Riga during May 1919, were particularly painful recent memo-
ries.7 The government led by Ulmanis called upon all citizens to rise above a bloody 

5 For more details concerning the evolution of Baltic German politics see: Henning, D. Letten und Deutsche. 
Aspekte einer schwierigen Nachbarschaft. Von der Obersicht zur Minderheit. Die deutsche Minderheit 
in Lettland. 1917–1940. Nordostarchiv. Zeitschrift für Regionalgeschichte. Neue Folge. Bd. V/1996, Heft 2. 
Lüneburg: Institut Norddeutsches Kulturwerk, 1996, S. 249–273; Dribins, L. Die Deutschbalten und die Idee 
vom nationallettischen Staat (1918–1934). Ibid., S. 281–288.

6 The Latvian military Order of Lāčplēsis was awarded to 54 Germans for heroism on the battlefield. Accord-
ing to data compiled by the German community in Latvia, 258 Landeswehr soldiers fell in battle on the 
territory of Latvia (1918–1920): of these 64 fell in fighting near Cēsis, 51 Landeswehr soldiers went missing 
in action (including 39 during the fighting near Cēsis), and 111 died of their injuries or of illness. See: Die 
Toten der Baltischen Landeswehr. Jahrbuch und Kalender des Deutschtums in Lettland, 1924. Riga: Jonck & 
Poliewsky, 1923, S. 87–95.

7 Henning, D. Letten und Deutsche, S. 272–273; 20. gadsimta Latvijas vēsture. II. Neatkarīgā valsts, 1918–
1940. Bērziņš, V. (atb. red.). Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 2003, 54.–57., 90.–91. lpp.
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Fig. 1. Paul Schiemann was a 
Baltic German politician and 
editor of the newspaper Rigasche 
Rundshau, recognised in Europe 
for his theoretical articles 
about the rights of national 
minority peoples. Photograph by 
Jānis Rieksts (LNA-LVKFFDA, 
69616N)

settling of accounts and to jointly rebuild the economy and cul-
ture of Latvia, which had been shattered during the world war.8

The Republic of Latvia supported the system for protection 
of minorities put forward by US President Woodrow Wilson, 
and accepted as the basis of such a system the Rules on Minority 
Rights for the new Eastern European states adopted by the En-
tente in June 1919 at the Versailles Peace Conference.9 On 
1 September 1921, Zigfrīds Anna Meierovics, acting on behalf 
of Latvia, officially expressed willingness to implement the pro-
visions of the League of Nations Treaty on Minority Rights. On 
7 July 1923, Miķelis Valters, representing Latvia at the League of 
Nations, declared that Latvia would ensure free use of minority 
languages and their autonomous cultural life.10 Over the period 
1921–1938, the League of Nations received 650 complaints from 
minority peoples, of which only six were registered from Lat-
via.11

After the Latvian Constitution (the Satversme) was adopted 
in 1922 and the first convocation of the Latvian Parliament 
(Saeima) was elected, the general trend was for minority peoples 
to integrate politically into the state. In 1928, there were a total 
of 32 Latvian, 15 German, nine Jewish, five Russian and one 
Polish political parties and organisations.12 In 1922, 18 out of the 
100  deputies elected to the Saeima were members of minority 
political parties compared with 17 in 1925, 19 in 1928, and 17 in 

1931. The largest number of deputies from this group belonged to Latvian German 
(5–8 deputies), Jewish (3–6 deputies), and Russian parties (3–6 deputies).13 The Ger-
man and Jewish factions in the Saeima often supported proposals by Latvian demo-

8 In his speech opening the first session of the Constitional Assembly on 1 May 1920 K. Ulmanis stated: “Let 
us now try to forget the periods of Bolshevik and anti-Bolshevik terror in Latvia, let us rise above them 
and allow historians to judge matters in quieter times (...)” (Latvijas Satversmes Sapulces stenogrammas: I 
sesijas 1. (atklāšanas) sēde 1. maijā 1920. gadā – I sesijas 38. sēde 1920. gada 18. septembrī. Rīga: Satversmes 
Sapulce, 1920, 4. lpp.).

9 Veiter, T. Die Entwicklung des ethnischen Konflikts: Rechtsprobleme im ausgehenden 20. Jahrhundert. 2., erw. 
und völlig neu überarb. Aufl. Wien: Braumüller, 1984, S. 27–29 u.a.; Burian, P. Ostmitteleuropa 1919. Über 
das Entstehen einer neuen Staatenwelt. Ostmitteleuropa zwischen den beiden Weltkriegen (1918–1939). 
Stärke und Schwäche der neuen Staaten, nationale Minderheiten. Marburg: Verl. Herder-Inst., 1997, S. 1–12.

10 The League of Nations expressed its confidence in the bona fides of Latvia and limited its involvement in 
minority issues in Latvia to an exchange of views on the respective national position. The League of Nations 
rejected a complaint lodged by German estate owners concerning agrarian reform in Latvia, deeming the 
matter to be an internal affair of Latvia.

11 Loeber, D. A. Die Minderheitenschutzverträge. Entstehung, Inhalt und Wirkung. Ostmitteleuropa zwischen 
den beiden Weltkriegen (1918–1939). Stärke und Schwäche der neuen Staaten, nationale Minderheiten. Mar-
burg: Verl. Herder-Inst., 1997, S. 193–195.

12 Etnisko attiecību vēsture Latvijā: metodiska literatūra vēstures skolotājiem. Dribins, L. (sast.). [Rīga]: Puse 
Plus, 2000, 33. lpp.

13 National and Ethnic Groups in Latvia: informative material. Riga: Ministry of Justice of the Republic of 
Latvia. National Affairs Section, 1996, pp. 6–7.
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cratic parties; the leader of the Baltic German faction, Paul Schiemann, was a prospec-
tive candidate in 1927 for the post of State President. On occasion the influential 
right-of-centre Latvian Farmers Union was supported in the Saeima by two Jewish 
deputies, Rabbis Markuss (Mordehajs) Nuroks and Mordehajs Dubins.

In December 1919, a special law entered into force in Latvia concerning arrange-
ments for minority schools, namely, it provided the legal basis for these schools and 
their autonomous governance by representatives chosen by the minorities. The number 
of minority elementary schools increased from 212 in 1919 to 555 in 1933, while the 
number of secondary schools grew from 22 to 41, respectively.14 In 1928, 80% of all 
minority school-age children were taught in their mother tongue. 

An average of 17–18% of all students at the University of Latvia came from minor-
ity families. Bernhard Lamey, Riga correspondent of the Berlin newspaper, Vossische 
Zeitung, published a book in Germany, Minorities in Latvia, in which he described 
Latvia as a laboratory of cultural autonomy in Europe.15 This assessment has not been 
forgotten today.16

Minority businessmen and foreigners played a leading role in Latvian industry 
and trade,17 and they were the highest income earners. In 1935, the share of the total 
national income tax (for annual income greater than 2000 lats) collected from industry 
represented 56%, from trade 67.6%, and from households 56%18. The majority of Lat-
vians were engaged in farming where income levels and taxes collected were low, and 
living standards were spartan.

This situation evoked political dissatisfaction among many Latvians. Extremist 
nationalist organisations exploited this, most notably the pro-fascist Thunder-Cross 
(Pērkonkrusts) organisation. A number of populist actions were undertaken demand-
ing that the rights of Germans and Jews be circumscribed and the implementation of 
democracy be curtailed.19

During the Great Depression (1929–1933), anti-democratic views also found their 
way into the political platforms of the Latvian Farmers Union, led by Ulmanis, and of 
the Progressive Union, led by the former social democrat, Marģers Skujenieks. On 
15 May 1934, Prime Minister Ulmanis staged a coup  and subsequently instituted an 
authoritarian government.20 Deputy Prime Minister Skujenieks took the role of princi-
pal ideologue, promoting in his speeches and writings the idea of a homogeneous 
Latvian state.21 Minorities were completely excluded from decision making on state 

14 Ibid., pp. 8–9. The work of schools was coordinated by the Education Ministry through its Department of 
Minority Schools which ran German, Russian, Polish, Jewish, and Belarusian education boards.

15 Lamey, B. Die Minderheiten in Lettland: eine Darstellung. Riga; Berlin: Vossische Zeitung, 1931, S. 5–6.
16 Blumenwitz, D. Volksgruppen und Minderheiten: politische Vertretung und Kulturautonomie. Berlin: Gebr. 

Mann Verlag, 1995, S. 183.
17 Siew, B. Lettlands Staats- und Privatfinanzen. Riga: Riti, 1929, S. 83.
18 National and Ethnic Groups in Latvia, p. 10.
19 Paeglis, A. “Pērkonkrusts” pār Latviju (1932–1944). Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC [1994], 41. lpp.
20 Ščerbinskis, V. 1934. gada 15. maija apvērsums: cēloņi, norise un sekas. Apvērsums: 1934. gada 15. maija 

notikumi avotos un pētījumos. Ščerbinskis, V., Jēkabsons, Ē. (sast.). Rīga: Latvijas Nacionālais arhīvs; Latvijas 
arhīvistu biedrība, 2012, 11. lpp. (Vēstures avoti, VII).

21 Radio address by M. Skujenieks. Aizsargs, Nr. 6, 1934, 248.–249. lpp.
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Fig. 2. Baltic German repatriants on board the ship 
“General von Steuben” (Hartmann, W. Die Balten und 
ihre Geschichte. Berlin: Eher, 1942)

policies, as well as from the adoption of new 
legislation; the government also deliberately 
and steadily sought to lessen the economic in-
fluence of the minorities of Latvia.22

The authoritarian regime carried out a 
partial nationalisation, with 37% of all enter-
prises eventually controlled by the govern-
ment. The total share of foreign as well as local 
German and Jewish capital in Latvia decreased 
from 50% to 25% over the period 1934–1939.23 
However, state-owned and financed manufac-
turing enterprises often worked inefficiemtly.

Another negative consequence of the coup 
was the ending of minority school autonomy. 
The Law on the National Education System, as 
adopted on 12 July 1934, placed minority 
schools under the control of the state bureau-

cracy and ordered their study programmes to become aligned with those at Latvian 
schools. Nevertheless, education in minority languages continued, and the material 
basis for these schools was even strengthened.

At the same time, the authorian regime of Ulmanis made the dissemination of ra-
cist propaganda illegal and closed publications that expressed anti-Semitic ideas. Jews 
persecuted by the Nazis in Germany and countries under German control were al-
lowed to enter Latvia.

During the 1930s, the Baltic German community adopted a stance opposing the 
Latvian national state, to the exclusion of any compromise. Adherents of the chauvin-
istic and racist ideas of Adolf Hitler organised an illegal movement, Bewegung. For 
some considerable time Nazi sympathisers hid their activities under the cover of the 
German Education Society of Latvia. In reality, their activities were directly controlled 
from Berlin, and they formed a fifth column loyal to Germany. German activists of a 
democratic persuasion were pushed out of leading positions in the German commu-
nity. Schiemann left Latvia for Austria. After a secret agreement was concluded in 1939 
between Germany and the USSR, Hitler ordered the Baltic Germans to “return home” 
to Germany, where they were settled in the western regions of Poland, which were then 
occupied by the Nazi army, with the clear purpose of Germanising this area. This so-

22 Butulis, I. Autoritäre Ideologie und Praxis des Ulmanis-Regimes in Lettland 1934–1940. Autoritäre Regime 
in Ostmittel- und Südosteuropa 1919–1944. Oberländer, E. (Hrsg.). Paderborn etc.: Ferdinand Schöningh, 
2001, S. 255–256; Ščerbinskis, V. Leaders, divided society and crisis. The Coup d’Etat of 1934 in Latvia, its 
causes and consequences. Forgotten Pages in Baltic History: Diversity and Inclusion. Housden, M., Smith, D. J. 
(eds.). Amsterdam; New York: Rodopi, 2011, pp. 187–211.

23 Stranga, A. Kārļa Ulmaņa autoritārā režīma saimnieciskā politika 1934.–1940. gadā. Latvijas Vēsture. Jaunie 
un Jaunākie Laiki, 2014, Nr. 1/2, 16.–24. lpp.; Butulis,  I., Zunda, A. History of Latvia. Riga: Jumava, 2015, 
pp. 112–113. Hanovs, D., Tēraudkalns, V. Happy birthday, Mr. Ulmanis! Reflections on the construction of 
an authoritarian regime in Latvia. Politics, Religion and Ideology. Vol. 15, Issue 1 (2014). London: Routlege, 
2014, pp. 7–8.
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called repatriation campaign was supervised by SS Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler. 
All German schools, theatres, press and organisations were shut down in Latvia, and 
thus the oldest and most influential national minority ceased to exist — this was the 
tragic end of the German community in Latvia.24 This depature was complicated by 
the problem of the disposition of certain cultural assets.25

The USSR occupied Latvia in 1940. The independent state was liquidated and the 
Latvian Soviet Republic was created. The concept of a “minority” was no longer recog-
nised, and all minority cultural associations were closed, their property confiscated, 
and their activists repressed.26

During the period of occupation of Latvia by Greater Germany (1941–1945), the 
Nazis together with some local collaborators killed over 70 000 Jews of Latvia, as well 
as 2000 Roma (Gypsies).

Repressions by the Soviet occupation regime resumed in 1944. Any attempts to 
renew minority cultural life and schools were deemed to be an expression of anti-So-
viet separatism, and proponents were punished accordingly. Expanded use of the Rus-
sian language was supported; more than 900 000 persons migrated from all parts of 
the USSR to Latvia, principally from Russia and Belarus.27 Education was offered in 
two languages only, Russian and Latvian, and young people of non-Russian ethnic ori-
gin largely became Russian speakers.28 

In 1988, a mass movement arose in Latvia opposing totalitarianism, supporting 
democracy and insisting on national self-determination. The Popular Front of Latvia 
was founded on the initiative of the creative intelligentsia, and at its first conference in 
October 1988 it adopted a political programme that called for an end to Russification, 
expansion of the right to use the Latvian language, as well as renewal of the cultural, 
educational, linguistic and religious life of the historical minorities of Latvia.29

National minority associations and societies were founded anew during the sum-
mer and autumn of 1988; the historical experience of relations between national mi-
nority peoples and Latvians during the democratic period of Latvian independence 

24 Loeber, D. A. (zusammengest. u. eingel.). Diktierte Option. Die Umsiedlung der Deutsch-Balten aus Estland 
und Lettland 1939–1941: Dokumentation. 2, unveränd. Aufl. Neumünster: Karl Wachholtz Verlag, 1974.

25 For details see: Pārpuce, R. Baltijas kultūras vērtību problēma vācbaltiešu izceļošanas kontekstā. Promocijas 
darba kopsavilkums. [Problem der baltischen Kulturgüter im Kontext der Umsiedlung der Deutschbalten. 
Zusammenfassung der Promotionsarbeit.] Rīga: Latvijas Universitāte, 2010.

26 During the June 1941 repressions alone, 3318 Latvians were arrested, as well as 559 Jews, 26 Russians 
and 76 members of other minorities. The deportation of 14 June 1941 was based on an administrative act 
sending 9992 individuals to Siberia, of whom 8100 were Latvians, 1212 were Jews, 519 Russians and 161 
individuals with another nationality. See Policy of Occupation Powers in Latvia, 1939–1991: a collection of 
documents. State Archives of Latvia.: Nordik, 1999, p. 154.

27 Bleiere, D. Latvia as part of the USSR (1945–1990). History of Latvia: 100 years. 2nd expanded ed. Riga: 
Domas spēks, 2014, p. 417.

28 Levits, E. Der politische Konflikt zwischen den Selbstbestimmungsbestrebungen und dem sowjetischen 
Herrschaftsanspruch in Lettland: eine regionale Fallstudie zur sowjetischen Nationalitätenpolitik. Dokumen-
tation Ostmitteleuropa, Jahrg. 14 (38), Heft 5/6. Marburg an der Lahn: Johann-Gottfried-Herder-Inst., 1989, 
S. 22–24.

29 See Latvijas Tautas frontes Programma: IV. Nacionālais jautājums; VI. Kultūra, izglītība, zinātne. Latvijas 
Tau tas fronte: gads pirmais. [Materiālu krāj.]. Rīga: [Latvijas Tautas fronte], 1989, 212.–214., 215.–216. lpp.
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was recalled at meetings of Poles, Jews, Belarusians, Estonians, Lithuanians, and other 
national peoples of Latvia. On 30 November, a coordination centre was established by 
these associations, the Association of National Cultural Societies of Latvia (Latvian 
acronym, LNKBA). This coordinating centre supported the Popular Front of Latvia 
and the restoration of Latvia’s independence. The most visible leaders of the LNKBA 
were Ita Kozakeviča (Polish), Ruta Marjaša (Jewish), Romualds Ražuks (Lithuanian), 
Refats Čubarovs (Crimean Tatar), Leili Utno (Estonian), and others. The Human 
Rights and National Relations Committee of the Latvian Supreme Council, elected in 
1990, drafted a law on minority rights in Latvia, which was adopted in 19 March 1991 
as, “On the free development of national and ethnic groups and their rights to cultural 
autonomy”. Latvia thus restored European, democratic legislation on minority issues.30

Although citizenship was legally addressed after the restoration of complete inde-
pendence in August 1991,  the issue continued to pose problems. Political leaders in-
sisted on applying the principle of Latvian state continuity so that initially citizenship 
was automatically granted only to those Latvians and members of national minority 
groups who were citizens of the Republic of Latvia up until the occupation of Latvia in 
1940 and their descendants, whereas other residents could gain citizenship through 
naturalisation; post-war arrivals demanded citizenship to be conferred on all residents 
of Latvia. On 15 November 1991, the Latvian Parliament adopted the Law on Renewal 
of Citizenship of the Republic of Latvia and the Basic Principles of Naturalisation. An 
extensive naturalisation process only began in 1998, after age quotas were abolished 
for candidates for citizenship, under which young persons got priority. Naturalisation 
examinations were successfully passed by 144 750 individuals (to 2017). In 1995, those 
who were incapable of undergoing naturalisation, or who refused to do so, were ac-
corded the status of a non-citizen under the legal guardianship of the Republic of 
Latvia. There were 242 560 residents of Latvia with this status in 2017, while 55 440 
have taken out Russian citizenship,31 with many individuals leaving the country after 

30 An extensive historiography on national minority peoples in Latvia has been created since 1990. Up to 2016, 
a total of 49 books and more than 500 articles have been written on this subject. Books on the history of Rus-
sians in Latvia have been written by Ilga Apine, Vladislavs Volkovs, Tatjana Feigmane, Arnolds Podmazovs, 
Iļja Dimenšteins, Oļegs Puhļaks, and Dmitrijs Borisovs. The history of Jews in Latvia has been reflected in 
books by Josifs Šteimans, Leo Dribins, Aivars Stranga, Meijers Melers, Boriss Volkovičs, Grigorijs Smirins, 
Josifs Ročko, and Ēriks Jēkabsons. The role of Baltic Germans in Latvia has been treated in books by Ojārs 
Spārītis, Leo Dribins, Raimonda Cerūža, Helēna Šimkuva, Inesis Feldmanis and other authors. The histori-
cal life of the Polish and Lithuanian communities in Latvia has been reflected in books by Ēriks Jēkabsons. 
Two collections of articles about minority peoples in Latvia have been published: Mazākumtautību vēsture 
Latvijā: eksperimentāls metodisks līdzeklis. Dribins, L. (sast.). Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 1998; Mazākumtautības 
Latvijā: vēsture un tagadne. Dribins, L. (sast.). Rīga: LU Filozofijas un socioloģijas institūts, 2007. These 
books are used as reference texts in courses on the history of national minorities in the respective schools. 
A comparison of the ethnic policies of Latvia with those of other European states is presented in a mono-
graph: Dribins, L. Etniskās un nacionālās minoritātes Eiropā: vēsture un mūsdienas. Rīga: Eiropas Padomes 
Informācijas birojs, 2004, which was published as a cooperative endeavour by the Information Bureau of the 
Council of Europe in Latvia and the Philosophy and Sociology Institute of the University of Latvia.

31 Latvijas Republikas Pilsonības un migrācijas lietu pārvalde. Latvijas iedzīvotāju sadalījums pēc valstiskās 
piederības. Accessible at: http://www.pmlp.gov.lv/lv/assets/documents/Iedzivotaju%20re%C4%A3istrs/ 
2015/ISVP_Latvija_pec_VPD.pdf (site last visited 15.05.2017).
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independence. The 2011 census identified the following: 62.07% of the residents of 
Latvia were Latvians, 26.91% are Russians, 3.29% Belarusians, 2.22% Ukrainians, 
2.16% Poles, 1.18% Lithuanians, 0.31% Jews, 0.31% Roma (Gypsies), 0.14% Germans, 
and 1.41% other nationalities.32 

National minority cultural societies are numerous and active in Latvia. However, 
attempts to renew the network of national minority schools have been unsuccessful. 
Most parents prefer to send their children to schools with either Russian or Latvian as 
the language of instruction. In the school year 2014/15, more than 142 000 school-
children or 71.5% out of nearly 200 000 children of school age attended schools with 
Latvian as the language of instruction, almost 55 000 or 27.5% attended schools 
schools with Russian as the language of instruction, and barely 2000 attended schools 
with Polish or other languages of instruction.33 This situation has strengthened the po-
sition of the Russian community to the detriment of influence by the other minorities. 
The situation in primary education has been improved by schools with Russian as the 
language of instruction going over to a bilingual approach, with 60% of teaching car-
ried out in Latvian. 

After a lengthy debate, on 26 May 2005, the Saeima of the Republic of Latvia rati-
fied the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities of the Coun-
cil of Europe which the Republic of Latvia had signed in 1995. At the same time as 
ratifying the Framework Convention the Saeima adopted a law stating that the term 
“national minority”, which is not defined in the Framework Convention, refers to “citi-
zens of Latvia who in terms of culture, religion or language differ from Latvians who 
have traditionally lived for generations in Latvia and who consider themselves to be 
part of the Latvian state and Latvian society, and who wish to preserve and develop 
their culture, religion, and language.”34 This legal act also states that “individuals who 
are not citizens of Latvia or any other state but who are long-term legal residents of the 
Republic of Latvia are not members of the national minority referred to in the Con-
vention according to the understanding of this term expressed by the Republic of 
Latvia in its Declaration, but who identify with the definition of a national minority 
expressed therein, may enjoy the rights set out in the Convention, unless exceptions 
are defined by law”.35 

The second round of reporting by Latvia on how the Framework Convention on 
the Protection of National Minorities has been implemented was approved in July 2014 

32 Central Statistical Bureau. Final Results of the Population and Housing Census 2011: Resident Population in 
Statistical Regions, Cities under State Jurisdiction and Counties by Ethnicity; on 1 March 2011. Accessible 
at: http://www.csb.gov.lv/sites/default/files/publikacijas/nr_13_2011gada_tautas_skaitisanas_rezultati_isu 
ma_12_00_lv.pdf (site last visited 06.04.2016).

33 Ministry for Education of the Republic of Latvia. Izglītojamo skaits vispārizglītojošajās dienas apmācības 
programmās 2014./2015. m.g. sadalījumā pēc apmācības valodas. Accessible at: http://www.izm.gov.lv/ lv/
publikacijas-un-statistika/statistika-par-visparejo-izglitibu/2014-2015-m-g (site last visited 06.04.2016).

34 Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities of the Council of Europe. Accessible at: 
http://www.mfa.gov.lv/en/policy/society-integration/integration-policy-in-latvia-a-multi-faceted-approach/ 
ratification-of-the-council-of-europe-framework-convention-for-the-protection-of-national-minorities (site 
last visited 06.04.2016).

35 Ibid.
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by the Council of Europe, who assessed as positive the Latvian National Report, the 
preparation of which involved representatives of national minorities.

A recent study by researchers of the University of Latvia reported that 60.3% of 
citizens assessed positively the desire of the national minorities to retain and strengthen 
their identity, although only 37.5% supported more active participation by non-Latvi-
ans in the development of Latvia.36 Ethnic differences in Latvia are typically resolved 
through dialogue. Internal stability in Latvia also guarantees participation in Euro-
atlantic organisations.37 

Cultural contributions by the largest minorities of Latvia  
1918–1940

Resident ethnocultural communities became minorities in the newly founded Re-
public of Latvia in 1918 and their members became citizens of the Republic of Latvia. 
The ethnocultural situation was based on historical facts and this development largely 
preserved a separation between different communities;38 in the same way contributions 
made by the largest minorities to culture in Latvia during the 1920s and 1930s, were 
made by Russians, Jews, Baltic Germans, Poles, Lithuanians, and Belarusians. National 
minority cultures served to enrich the cultural life of Latvia.

Contributions by the Russian minority
The local Russian intelligentsia preserved a distinct cultural identity. Their ranks 

were augmented by anti-Bolshevik refugees, members of the intelligentsia of Russia 
who found a safe haven in Latvia after the end of the Russian Civil War. Some 20 000 
Russian émigrés came to Latvia at this time.39 Educated members of the Russian com-
munity strove to eradicate illiteracy among their fellow members, with Russian edu-
cational bodies and cultural societies created in order to manifest Russian cultural 
traditions in a democratic society. Twenty-two cultural associations and societies to 
promote education were founded during the first half of the 1920s; these tended later 
to consolidate and to coalesce. The leading body emerged in the form of the Riga Rus-
sian Education Society (Rīgas Krievu izglītošanas biedrība, RKIB) which was founded 

36 Rozenvalds, J. Sustainable nation and integration of society. Latvia: Human Development Report 2012/2013 
Sustainable Nation. Bela, B. (Ed.). Riga: Advanced Social and Political Research Institute of the University of 
Latvia, 2014, p. 59. 

37 The principal reason for serious concerns by the citizens of Latvia is not due to minority issues, but the net 
negative demographic balance. A low birth rate coupled with extensive out-migration has led to the popula-
tion of Latvia falling from 2 225 000 to 1 986 000 over the time period 2005–2015. Demography: Collection of 
Statistical Data. Riga: Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia, 2015, p. 8]

38 Kristīna Volfarte, Doctor of History, and Professor Erwin Oberländer (Germany), concluded from their 
study of the history of Riga as a multi-national metropolis during the second half of the 19th century and 
the early 20th century, and it is correct to describe this situation as “every resident of Riga, independent of 
his nationality, inhabited his own Riga” (Volfarte, K., Oberlenders, E. Priekšvārds. Katram bija sava Rīga. 
Daudznacionālas pilsētas portrets no 1857. līdz 1914. gadam. Rīga: AGB, 2004, 7.–8. lpp.)

39 Фейгмане, Т. Русские в довоенной Латвии: на пути к интеграции. Рига: JUMI, 2000, с. 212.
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Fig. 3. Ivan Zavoloko, an educator 
and researcher who studied the 
history of Russian Old Believers 
in Latvia (Выдающиеся русские 
латвийцы: биографический 
справочник. Рига: IK Zoriks, 2008, 
с. 101)

in 1926, and whose chairman up until the summer of 1940 was 
Elpidifors Tihoņickis, a distinguished member of the Russian 
culture scene. The latter came to Latvia as a White emigré, 
learned the Latvian language, became a citizen and was elected 
as a deputy to the 2nd Convocation of the Saeima. The goal of 
the RKIB was to familiarise the public with the cultural riches 
of Russian residents of Latvia and to develop further these 
riches. The society cooperated with the Orthodox Church of 
Latvia and its archbishop, Jānis Pommers. The RKIB organised 
concerts by artists and choirs of the Russian schools in Riga, 
discussions and presentations on Russian culture and litera-
ture, as well as holding exhibitions and publishing books. Vis-
iting philosophers from abroad, such as Nikolai Berdyaev, 
Sem yon Frank, Vasilii Zenkovsky, Sergius Hessen, and others, 
gave public lectures on intellectual topics. RKIB activists went 
to many cities and counties of Latvia to establish affiliated 
groups, set up libraries and organise meetings with local in-
habitants. Following a suggestion by Tihoņickis, a Central 
Union of all Russian cultural and educational societies was established in 1927, and 
this entity functioned until 1936. As of 1933, the union consisted of 32 Russian cul-
tural societies.40 The annual days of Russian culture in Latvia which first took place in 
1925 played an important role in promoting Russian culture in Latvia. Latvians who 
were Orthodox believers took part in RKIB activities. 

Considerable contributions were made to advancing Russian culture in Latvia by 
Old Believers’41 organisations: the Old Believers’ Association in Latvia (1908–1914, 
1923–1940), the Grebenshchikov School in Riga (1864–1940), and the Appreciation 
Group of Old Russia (1927–1940), the latter led by Ivans Zavoloko. The Old Believers’ 
Healing Society (1932–1940), together with the Old Believers’ Brotherhood of Dau-
gavpils, held several Old Believers’ Song Festivals in Latvia, and also took part in the Old 
Believers’ Baltic Song Festival in Narva (1937), Daugavpils (1938), and Pechory (1939).42 

Over the period 1925–1935, the number of children attending Russian schools in 
Latvia increased by a factor of 1.5. For the first time in the history of Russians living in 
Latvia, all children received elementary education. The Latvian state thus achieved 
something which had eluded the Tsarist Russian Empire. 

40 Фейгмане, Т. Русские в довоенной Латвии: на пути к интеграции, pp. 186–190. 
41 The Old Believers are a historical group that has specific ethnoconfessional features and which has lived 

on the territory of contemporary Latvia from the second half of the 17th century onwards, when refugees 
fled terrible repression following reforms of the Russian Orthodox Church instituted by Patriarch Nikon. 
The Old Believers who defended the older religious forms found refuge in Latgale which was then part of 
Rzeczpospolita, and some of them later migrated to Riga (for details see: Подмазов, А. Рижские староверы 
[The Old Believers of Riga]. Рига: Latvijas Vecticībnieku biedrība, 2010.135 с

42 Пазухина, Н. Культурные традиции латвийских староверов в 20–30 годах ХХ века. Староверие 
Латвии. Иванов, И. (oтв. ред.). Рига: Старообрядческое общество Латвии, 2005, с. 122–125.
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Over the period 1920–1930, the fraction of 
members of the Russian community who spoke 
Latvian rose only slightly, from 14% to 18%.43 
For the academic year 1936/1937, only one 
student was enrolled at any institution of 
higher education in Latvia for every 1000 Rus-
sian residents, whereas this figure for Germans 
and Jews was five per 1000 residents, and for 
Latvians, it was four students per 1000 resi-
dents.44 A different situation prevailed among 
members of the free professions of Latvia. In 
1935, 6.5% of artists and writers were Russian, 
while for the theatre and among musicians this 
figure was 8%.45 

The Riga Russian Drama Theatre was re-
sponsible for several scintillating pages in the history of theatre in Latvia. The Russian 
Theatre was created in Riga in 1883, but it had to be reconstituted. Mikhail Muratov, 
an actor and director at the Moscow Maly (Small) Theatre, who in 1921 arrived in 
Riga from Bulgaria, initiated this process. The Latvian government allocated 150 000 
Latvian roubles towards this end.46 This financial support allowed space to be rented 
in the Latvian Society House where performances began on 27 September 1921, with 
the play Woe from Wit by Alexander Griboyedov. Later plays included, The Idiot, by 
Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Guilty without Fault, by Alexander Ostrovsky, and other classic 
Russian works. News spread rapidly among Russian émigrés in Western Europe that 
the only Russian theatre located outside of Russia had started to function in Riga, and, 
in short order, a number of Russian theatre stars came to Latvia such as Yekaterina 
Roshchina, Marija  Vedrinska, Jekaterina  Bunčuka, Ossip Runitsch, and others. In 
1922, the theatre toured with performances in Germany, Belgium, and Holland. The 
run of success was ended by a terror act committed adjacent to a performance in pro-
gress: competitors arranged for a tear gas canister to explode. No one was injured, but 
audience numbers fell rapidly afterwards. In an effort to help, Latvian Prime Minister 
Z.  A.  Meierovics visited the theatre and promised financial assistance. In 1925, the 
playwright R. Ungern, of German descent, took up the post of principal director at 
the Riga Russian Theatre. A performance of the play, Three Sisters, by Anton Chekhov 
marked his debut. The company of actors at this theatre was augmented by Jurijs de 
Būrs, who came from abroad to live in Latvia. Ungern adapted the theatrical tradi-

43 Русскій ежегодникъ на 1940 годъ. Рига: Изданіе Русскаго національнаго объединенія въ Латвіи, 1939, 
c. 34.

44 Latvijas kultūras statistika. 1918.–1937. g. [Statistique de la culture intellectuelle de Lettonie]. Salnītis, V. 
(sast.), Skujenieks, M. (red.). Rīga: Valsts Statistiskā pārvalde, 1938, 66. lpp.

45 Ceturtā tautas skaitīšana Latvijā 1935. gadā. VI. Nodarbošanās. Salnītis, V. (sast.), Skujenieks, M. (red.). 
Rīga: Valsts Statistiskā pārvalde, 1939, 519. lpp.

46 [Сегаль, З.] Русский театр в Риге: Стодесятилетию со дня основания русского театра в Риге по-
свящается. Рига: Рижский театр русской драмы, 1994, с. 21.

Fig.4. Jekaterina Bunčuka and Ossip Runitsch, 
actors at the Riga Russian Drama Theatre, in a 1927 
dramatization of the novel The Days of the Turbins 
by Mikhail Bulgakov. (Русский театр в Риге. Рига: 
Рижский театр русской драмы, 1994, с. 35)
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Fig. 5. Ballerina Alexandra 
Fyodorova (Выдающиеся русские 
латвийцы: биографический 
справочник. Рига: IK Zoriks, 2008, 
с. 93)

Fig. 6. Cover of the book by Boris 
Wipper, Latvijas māksla baroka 
laikmetā (1937)

tions of the Moscow Art Theatre. Riga became a European cen-
tre of free Russian theatre. Collaboration was started with Lat-
vian theatres, and Lilija Štengele and Teodors Lācis had roles in 
se veral productions. The Russian Theatre also included in its 
re pertoire plays by the Latvian playwright Rūdolfs Blaumanis, 
In Flames, and The Tailor Days in Silmači. The actor Michael 
Chekhov enjoyed an immensely successful season in 1931. The 
Russian Theatre put on 450 productions over the first ten years 
of its operation (1921–1931), with a total audience of more than 
1.5 million. Financing of this theatre was ensured by the Rus-
sian Theatre Guarantee Society, founded in 1927, with Meletijs 
Kaļistratovs, a deputy of the Saeima, as director. Latvians also 
attended performances put on at this theatre.  In addition to the 
work of  Ungern, plays were directed by Jurijs Jurovskis, who 
had chosen not to return to Russia after his stint as a visiting 
director in Germany and elsewhere during the first half of the 
1920s, and who then settled in Riga. The repertoire of the Riga 
Russian Theatre included plays by Soviet playwrights: The Days 
of the Turbins, by Mikhail Bulgakov, Tanya, by Aleksei Arbuzov, 
etc. Performances at this theatre were extensively advertised in 
the local Russian and Latvian language press. In 1939, the Riga 
Russian Theatre moved to premises that it continues to occupy 
today, those of the former German Theatre located in the house 
of the History Society Uley (Beehive).

Alexandra Fyodorova, a brilliant Russian ballerina, played 
an important part in the cultural life of Latvia during the time 
when she was the prima ballerina, ballet master and instructor 
at the Latvian National Opera Company (1925–1932). Mia Ar-
batova, who was a distinguished solo ballerina at the Latvian 
National Opera Company, later laid the foundations of the clas-
sical ballet school in Israel.

The painters Sergei Vinogradov, Nikolai Bogdanov-Belsky, 
and Konstantin Vysotsky rounded out Latvian art with their 
paintings featuring rural landscapes and city architecture, with 
their focus on the landscape of Latgale and Riga city scenes. In 
1919, Aleksandra Beļcova, born in Russia, came to live in Latvia 
with her husband Romans Suta; her artistic works have been in-
cluded in the Latvian Cultural Canon47, in particular, her paint-
ings on porcelain and faience pieces held in the collection of 

47 The Latvian Cultural Canon has been constituted as a collection of the most distinguished and important 
works of art and cultural values which represent the most significant contributions to culture ever achieved. 
Distinguished experts have compiled a list with 99 entries. Accessible at: http://kulturaskanons.lv/lv/1/ (site 
last visited 06.04.2016).
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items produced by the workshop Baltars (1925–1928). Her compositions include an-
cient Russian art themes in a restrained and unique manner, as well as impressions of 
the colours and rhythms in the life of Belarusians, Ukrainians, Latvians and other 
 peoples.48 

Boris Wipper, a Professor at the Latvian Academy of Art, who had left Russia in 
1924 together with his father, the distinguished historian Robert Wipper, contributed 
significantly to the study of the cultural history of Latvia.

Cultural contributions by the Jewish community in Latvia
Jewish life in Latvia was largely oriented towards secular culture, but this was not 

to the detriment of religious culture. The number of synagogues increased, and some 
200 Jewish parishes joined in their use. In the period 1920–1940, 90 rabbis were active 
in Latvia, as well as 26 cantors — the latter were skilled in psalm singing.49 The Chief 
Rabbi of Riga, Menahems Zakss, gained recognition for his theoretical studies of Juda-
ism, as did the Chief Rabbi of Liepāja, Ārons Nuroks, who was a Doctor of Philosophy, 
and Josifs Rozins, a Hassidic Rabbi living in Daugavpils, who produced a multi-volume 
commentary on the world-famous 12th century religious philosopher Maimonides. 

A total of 33 Jewish cultural and educational societies was registered in Latvia over 
the period from 1920 to 1934.50 

Led by the legal scholar and statesman Pauls Mincs, the Jewish Educational Asso-
ciation, whose origins in Riga date from the 1890s, strove to continue what had been 
achieved earlier in the field of education. Founded in 1921, the Central Jewish School 
Organisation played an important role in spreading the use of Yiddish through lan-
guage courses which it organised. The all-Latvia HaMore (Teacher) Federation began 
its work in 1921, providing Hebrew language courses, appreciation of Jewish history 
and cultural heritage. The Zionist Arts and Science Association, led by Hermann Was-
sermann, cooperated with HaMore to open the first secondary school (gymnasium) in 
Latvia with Hebrew as the language of instruction. The People’s Convervatoire was 
created by the Jewish composer Solomon Rosowsky under the aegis of these two or-
ganisations; it was located at 11 Pauluči (Merķeļa) Street. A number of talented peda-
gogues for Jewish schools trained there: the violinist Jakovs Gurvičs, the singers Rea 
Ratnere and Haims (Jefims) Veisbeins, the pianists Sigismunds Zegors,  Dora Brauna, 
Zevulun Kwartin, among others. Music was played at the Jewish Craftsmen’s Club, at a 
club named after Hayim Bialik, while a vigorous group of musicians was formed at the 
Riga Jewish Theatre on the foundation of the Riga Jewish Oratorio choir of the organi-
sation Olim (Pioneer) led by Ābrams Abramiss. Many individuals sought to study the 
violin with the pedagogue Ādolfs Mecs at the Latvian Conservatory. There were 48 
 Jewish students out of 390 students at the Latvian Conservatory during academic year 

48 Latviešu tēlotāja māksla: 1860–1940. Rīga: Zinātne, 1986, 437. lpp.
49 See: Latvija: sinagogas un rabīni 1918–1940 [Latvia: synagogues and rabbis, 1918–1940.] Bogdanova, R. (text 

author, compiler). Rīga: Riga and Latvian Jewish religious community “Shamir”, 2004, 244.–245. lpp.
50 LVVA, 3724. f., 1. apr., 3148., 3150., 3269., 3342., 3545., 4579., 4765., 4768., and others. These records were 

ex amined and compiled by Boris Volkovičs, a researcher living in Daugavpils.
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1930/1931.51 One of these was pianist Hermanis Brauns, who later 
became popular worked and at the age of 15 as a pianist at the bal-
let studio run by Silva Budo (Jewish), and at the age of 16 accom-
panied the future star-violinist Sāra Rašina at her concerts.52 At 
the age of 13, the latter was admired by the public of Riga. She 
won recognition at the age of 17 at an international violinist com-
petition in Brussels, in this way bringing Latvia to the attention of 
the top level of the music world. The tenor Leonīds Zahodņiks, 
who in 1936 became a soloist with the Latvian National Opera 
Company, often gave joint concerts with S. Rašina.

The composer Marc Lavry directed the orchestra of the Riga 
Jewish Theatre; in 1931, he composed incidental music for the 
Latvian film Son of the People, while from 1935 onwards he lived 
in Palestine where he was a conductor at the People’s Opera. Over 
the period 1925–1928, Emil Cooper was the principal conductor 
of the Latvian National Opera Company until he departed to the 
USA.

Leo Blech, a musician renowned throughout Europe who 
conducted the Berlin Opera Orchestra for nearly 30 years, was 
invited in 1937 to take up the post of conductor at the Latvian 
National Opera Company. As his first performance, he con-
ducted the opera Aida by Giuseppe Verdi (1938), followed by 
Carmen by Georges Bizet, and the first performance in Riga of Manon Lescaut by 
 Giacomo Puccini. L. Blech was a talented director. He was fortunate in 1941 to de-
part for Stockholm. After the end of the Second World War, he was a conductor 
with the Deutsche Staatsoper Berlin until 1953.

Oskars Stroks, a composer and pianist born in Daugavpils, had already become 
popular in 1912 with his performances in St. Petersburgh of romances with texts by 
Mikhail Lermontov. His talents flowered again in Latvia during the 1920s and 1930s 
when recordings of his songs “Dark Eyes”, “Blue Rhapsody”, “Do not Leave”, “Say 
Why”, and “The Last Tango” were popular throughout Europe. 

The opening performance by the Riga Jewish Theatre, on 17 November 1926, at its 
newly completed house at 6 Skolas Street, was an important event in the cultural life of 
Latvia. The actor Abraham Morewski, who came to Riga from Vilnius, was responsible 
for setting up and managing the theatre. The repertoire of this theatre consisted mostly 
of works by Jewish playwrights: With the Storm by Sholem Asch, Magnate (a legend 
about Count Potocki), by Alter Kacyzne, Green Fields by Peretz Hirschbein, It’s hard 
to be a Jew by Sholem Aleichem, etc. The stage productions reflected the intense vital-
ity and determination of the Jews of Poland and Lithuania, their hopes to overcome 
one’s fate, and to move to another, more humane society. These plays enthralled and 

51 Lamey, B. Die Minderheiten in Lettland: eine Darstellung, S. 47.
52 Krasinska, L., Mihaiļeca M. Mūzika. Sava krāsa varavīksnē: mūzika, māksla, arhitektūra, teātris, kino, laus-

kas. Skorika, K. (sast.). Rīga: AGB, 1997, 31. lpp.

Fig. 7. Pianist Hermanis Brauns 
(Выдающиеся евреи Латвии. 
Rīga: Nacionālais apgāds, 2003, 
с. 68)
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moved the public. The composer and 
conductor H. Veisbeins was the direc-
tor, while Izaks Cisers was the artistic 
director. 

Directors Jurijs Jurovskis and Olga 
Bormane at the Jewish Riga Workers’ 
Theatre collaborated with the Latvian 
Riga Workers’ Theatre (1922–1934). 
An Bormane of the Jewish Popular 
Theatre was formed in Daugavpils. 

In 1939, Leo Michelson, a recog-
nised representative of the École de 
Paris, whose art had been exhibited at 
various mueums and art galleries 
around the world, organised a per-
sonal exhibition of works in his native 
city of Riga. 

Cultural contributions by Baltic Germans during the period  
1918–1939
The culture historian Ojārs Spārītis has written that the Baltic Germans established 

their own centre to defend their rights and culture. Initially, this comprised the Ger-
man faction of deputies in the Saeima, then, in 1923, a German Baltic Work Centre 
was created which was renamed in 1928 as the German Baltic National Union, and in 
1935 as the German National Union.53 Baltic Germans benefitted from substantial 
finan cial support by private individuals, as well as by public organisations and state 
bodies in Germany; this support covered 30–50% of the costs of maintaining schools 
with German as the language of instruction and the Herder Institute, the latter estab-
lished in 1927.54 The Herder Institute produced and published 41 monographs and 
many yearbooks about the folklore of the Baltic peoples and their ethnography.55

The Courland Society for Literature and Art was founded in 1815, and its affiliated 
Courland Provincial Museum, whose collection numbered approximately 45  000 
books and an extensive provincial archive, continued to function in Jelgava.56 

The most influential organisation in Riga was the Herder Society led by Manfred 
von Vegesack, Professor Rudolf Meyer, Professor Carl von  Schilling, the educator 
Mag. hist. Woldemar Wulffius, and others.57 

53 Dribins, L., Spārītis, O. Vācieši Latvijā. Rīga: [Elpa], 2000, 195. lpp.
54 Šternbergs, R. Herdera institūts Rīgā. 800 gadi. Mūsu kopējā Rīga: vācbaltiešu autoru apcerējumi. Rīga: LU 

žurnāla “Latvijas Vēsture” fonds; Karla Širrena biedrība Līneburgā, 2001, 133. lpp.
55 Šimkuva, H. Das deutschbaltische Kulturleben in Lettland (1918–1939). Acta Baltica, XXXII. Königstein, 

Taunus: Institutum Balticum, 1994, S. 15–16.
56 Jahrbuch des baltischen Deutschtums in Lettland und Estland, 1931. Hg. von der Deutsch-Baltischen Volks-

gemeinschaft in Lettland in Gemeinschaft mit dem Verbande Deutscher Vereine in Estland. Riga: Loeffler, 
1930, S. 28.

57 Ibid., S. 157. 

Fig. 8. The first actor troupe at the Jewish Theatre of Riga, 
17 November 1926. (Сегодня вечером, 1926, 17 ноября)
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The German Legal Association of Riga, whose active members included lawyer 
Wilhelm von Rüdiger, August Loeber, a Senator of the Supreme Court of Latvia, law-
yers Carl von Schilling, Bernhard Berent, Hermann Blaese, and others, often discussed 
cultural issues.58 

The Riga German Theatre Society was founded in 1920 with the intention of con-
solidating and unifying all of the groups of actors in the city into a single theatre 
troupe. These efforts were enthusiastically supported by P. Schiemann, editor-in-chief 
of the newspaper, Rigasche Rundschau, and a deputy of the Saeima. P. Schiemann de-
scribed the performance on 17 September 1924 of the play Fuhrmann Henschel 
(Coachman Henschel), by Gerhart Hauptmann as the birth certificate of German min-
ority art since the Theatre allowed Baltic Germans to appreciate the strength of their 
national consciousness, and wrote: “Once again they had their own theatre.”59 

The Riga German Theatre collaborated with the Latvian Art Theatre, whose social 
adviser Ludwig Brandt took on the post of director at the German Theatre in 1925, 
and staged performances of the play St. Joan by George Bernard Shaw. In 1926, direc-
tor Friedrich Mark took on the task of staging new plays.60 The stage manager and 
decorator of the German Theatre was Kārlis Čakstiņš, a Latvian. The German Theatre 
finally abandoned operettas and turned to serious dramatic plays. The total audience 
for the 1930/31 season was 55 000.61 

The play Nathan the Wise by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing was among the most suc-
cessful performances of this theatre, as was the play Indrāni by Rūdolfs Blaumanis  
which was translated from the Latvian with the assistance of Aleksis Mierlauks in 1928, 
and which was put on in honour of the tenth anniversary of the Latvian state. The re-
pertoire of the German Theatre was dominated by classic works written by George 
Bernard Shaw, Gerhart Hauptmann, Henrik Ibsen, Hermann Sudermann, Ferdinand 
Bruckner (Elizabeth of England), Oscar Wilde, Romain Rolland, Georg Büchner (Dan-
ton’s Death), and other playwrights. For the 1929/1930 season, the German Theatre 
moved to premises formerly occupied by the club Ulei in the centre of Riga, on Kaļķu 
Street, and also made use of the option offered by the National Theatre to use its 
premises (twice every season). Collaboration with Latvian theatres also found expres-
sion in the German Theatre staging plays by Latvian playwrights, for example, The 
Prodigal Son by Rūdolfs Blaumanis, Raudupiete by Anna Brigadere, and The Buffoon 
by Mārtiņš Zīverts. Annual subsidies by Riga Council of 20 000–25 000 lats were very 
helpful.62 Almost all of the most popular actors at the German Theatre had come to 
Riga from Germany. A German operetta theatre also functioned in Riga, and a Ger-
man troupe of actors was active in Liepāja.

58 See: Rīdigers, V., fon. Vācu juristu biedrība Rīgā. 800 gadi. Mūsu kopējā Rīga: vācbaltiešu autoru apcerējumi, 
92.–94. lpp.

59 Zehn Jahre Deutsches Schauspiel in Riga, 1924–1934. Schriftleitung, G. Casperson. Riga: Dt. Theaterverein, 
1934, S. 15. 

60 Šimkuva, H. Das deutschbaltische Kulturleben in Lettland (1918–1939), S. 17.
61 Zehn Jahre Deutsches Schauspiel in Riga, 1925–1934, S. 24.
62 Ibid., S. 25. 
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From the 19th century onwards, nine Baltic German music societies, six choirs, 
and three orchestras were active in Riga. They were joined in the 20th century by the 
Riga Musical Literary Society, the Philipp Christian Choir Society, and the Secular 
Singers Association.63 However, the composers of the music and songs chosen by these 
groups mostly lived in Germany, some of whom were Baltic German emigres. Con-
ductors and singers came from German families living in Riga. The singers Friede von 
Boddien and Ilse Erdmann were very popular,64 as were the composers Boris Blacher, 
Oskar von Pander, Hellmuth von Ulmann, and others.65

Cultural contributions by the Poles of Latvia
Between the world wars, the principal cultural centres of Poland were located in 

Warsaw, Cracow, and Lvov.66 These centres exerted an influence on the cultural activi-
ties of Poles living abroad, in addition to appealing to their national patriotic senti-
ments. This was particularly evident in Latgale, which was home in 1935 to 40% of all 
Poles living in Latvia. A congress of Polish organisations was held in Daugavpils, on 
6 August 1922, the outcome of which was creation of the Latvian Polish Union. Jans 
Vežbickis (also Veržbickis), leader of this Union, took advice offered by the Govern-
ment of Latvia and the Embassy of Poland. The network of Polish schools — 35 ele-
mentary schools, three secondary schools, and one vocational school — was overseen 
by the Polish School Board, which was created in 1921 by the Education Ministry, and 
whose chairman was Antons Talats-Kelpšs, a teacher at the Rēzekne Polish Gymna-
sium. He sought to synthesise Latvian and Polish elements; however, the conscious-
ness of many Poles in Latvia was dominated by the influence of culture in Poland. 
After finishing their secondary education in the early 1930s, more than 100 Poles from 
Latvia chose to study at Polish institutions of higher education (in Warsaw, Cracow, 
Lvov, Poznan, Vilnius, and elsewhere) and only 40 in Riga and Jelgava. Only 10–15% 
of those who completed higher education studies in Poland returned to work in 
 Latvia.67 

The Polish Union was closed by the Government of Latvia in early 1932, and on 
23  March of that year a new organisation was formed, the Polish National Union, 
whose leader Jan Vezhbicki was elected in February 1934. The work of this organisa-
tion was terminated after the coup of 15 May 1934. 

Thereafter Polish society in Latgale was largely represented by local Polish culture 
societies which regularly contributed to the cultural life of Latvia. These societies were 
the educational society Oświata (Education), which maintained several Polish ele-
mentary schools, the cultural society Aušra (Dawn) and its choir; the Riga Associa-
tion of Polish Societies, created in 1925, which consisted of ten organisations, and the 
Polish Theatre of Latvia which benefitted from government subsidies. This theatre 
was led by Vladislavs Čengerijs, a talented manager and director, and it staged on av-

63 Jahrbuch des baltischen Deutschtums in Lettland und Estland, 1931, S. 157. 
64 Šimkuva, H. Das deutschbaltische Kulturleben in Lettland (1918–1939), S. 22.
65 See: Dribins, L., Spārītis O. Vācieši Latvijā, 201. lpp.
66 Borucki, M. Historia Polski do 2009 roku. Warszawa: Mada, 2009, s. 252–253.
67 Jēkabsons, Ē. Poļi Latvijā. Rīga: LZA Filozofijas un socioloģijas institūts, 1996, 39. lpp.
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erage 42 performances annually, out of which 12 were in Riga.68 
The Polish Catholic Song and Music society Harfa (Harp), was 
established in Daugavpils in 1918 and boasted its own choir, or-
chestra, theatre troupe and library. This society had approxi-
mately 500 members. Its chapters were spread throughout the 
south of Latgale, including choirs, groups of musicians, literature 
and drama sections and painting groups. Ježijs Brics, who as an 
outstanding representative of local culture was chairman of 
Harfa and was an active member of the Daugavpils Freedom 
Monument Committee, as well as publishing articles about the 
history of Latvia.69 A society, Ognisko (Bonfire), organised cul-
tural events in Liepāja, with the support of the Culture Founda-
tion of Latvia.

The recognised sculptor and architect Konstantīns Rončevskis 
was head of the Department of Sculpture at the Latvian Academy 
of Art; his works included, “Krišjānis Barons and the Dainas” 
(1923), “The Sculptor Burkards Dzenis” (1925), “The Composer 
Andrejs Jurjāns” (1925, 1927), “The Painter Ludolfs Liberts” 
(1926), and “The Composer Jāzeps Vītols” (1929), all of which 
have found a permanent place in the history of art in Latvia.70

The ballet dancer Boļeslavs Miļēvičs and ballet master Eižens 
(Ježijs) Leščevskis were both Poles who lived in Latvia, and who 
worked at the Latvian National Opera Company. Olga Daukšte, a Polish poet living in 
Latgale, was known both in Latvia and Poland; her books of poetry described the 
beauty of Latgale and the Daugava River.71 

Cultural contributions by the Lithuanians of Latvia
Thirteen Lithuanian organisations were active in Latvia over the period 1930 to 

1940, of which the most important was the Lithuanian Union in Latvia, established in 
1930, under whose auspices 12 organisations carried on with their activities. Daniels 
Jasinskis, resident at the Church of St Francis, headed this organisation until 1939; he 
was also Director of the Riga Lithuanian Gymnasium from 1937 to 1939.72 Until 1940, 
there were 18 active regional chapters of the Lithuanian Union of Latvia: in Auce, 
Aknīste, Bauska, Bebrene, Gauri, Grīva, Kurcuma, Laši, Laucesa, Liepāja, Medumi, 
Nereta, Panemūne, Rauda, Riga, Skaista, Subate, and Ukri. In total there were 600–700 
individuals scattered over these chapters, with 164 members in Riga.73 The most active 

68 Jēkabsons, Ē. Poļi Latvijā, 40. lpp.
69 Ibid., 51. lpp.
70 Māksla un arhitektūra biogrāfijās, 2. sēj. Rīga: Latvijas enciklopēdija, 1996, 227.–228. lpp.; Vipers, B. Profe-

sora Konstantīna Rončevska piemiņai. Filozofu biedrības raksti. Rīga, 1936, 16. lpp.
71 Zeile, P. Latgales kultūras vēsture. No akmens laikmeta līdz mūsdienām. Rēzekne: Latgales Kultūras centra 

izdevniecība, 2006, 529. lpp.
72 Treija, A., Dribins, L. Lietuvieši. Mazākumtautību vēsture Latvijā: eksperimentāls metodisks līdzeklis. 

 Dribins, L. (sast.). Rīga: Zvaigzne ABC, 1998, 59. lpp.
73 Jēkabsons, Ē. Lietuvieši Latvijā. Rīga: Elpa, 2003, 81.–82. lpp.

Fig. 9. Sculptor Konstantīns 
Rončevskis (Māksla un 
arhitektūra biogrāfijās, 2. sēj. 
Rīga: Latvijas enciklopēdija, 1996, 
227. lpp.)
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organisations in the field of culture were the 
Riga Catholic Youth Society Šviesa (Light) with 
a choir of 60 singers, the Youth Society Rūta in 
Liepāja and Aknīste, which had a Lithuanian 
theatre section, the Society to Further Lithua-
nian Culture in Liepāja with the youth choir, 
Kanklės (Kokle), with 50–75 singers (under the 
conductor Vladislavs Nakass), the Jelgava Lith-
uanian Society, etc. The choir of the Lithuani-
ans of Latvia Society was formed in 1938 with 
Antanas Šerenas as its conductor.

 In 1930, the society “Lithuanians of Latvia 
Theatre” began its work in Riga by establishing 
a theatre and organising performances. Its re-
pertoire included Lithuanian and Latvian 
plays. Emilija Palakauskaitė, Jānis Zariņš, An-

tanas Purvinis, and Vytautas Kupstas, an actor with the Lithuanian Drama Theatre, 
etc. worked as directors.74

The Lithuanian Culture Society of Latvia also performed in Lithuania, and invited 
groups from Lithuania to visit Latvia, to put on shows and to give concerts. Six actors 
from Lithuania were members of the Lithuanian Theatre of Latvia. This situation pro-
moted cultural relations between the Baltic peoples. The choir Šviesa of the Society 
participated in the song festivals of Latvia, and gave concerts in Riga and Jēkabpils. 
Many Latvians attended these concerts.

Several distinguished Lithuanian musicians-composers were students of Jāzeps 
Vītols at the Latvian Conservatory. While still a student, Juozas Karosas conducted 
several Latvian and Lithuanian choirs, using folk melodies from both peoples in his 
choral arrangements. Up until he left for Lithuania, where in the 1930s he was conduc-
tor of the Kaunas Radio Symphony Orchestra, J.  Karosas also demonstrated similar 
abilities in Riga.75 Stasys Vainiūnas who was born in Riga, and who was one of the 
most brilliant students of the Latvian Conservatory, won an award at the Vienna Inter-
national Piano Competition in the summer of 1933.76

Cooperation between Latvia and Lithuania in the field of culture was facilitated by 
the Convention on Schools concluded 25 January 1931, in which both countries un-
dertook to support education for their respective minority. Cooperation was further 
promoted by the Society Laisvė (Freedom), founded in 1932, which in 1933 issued the 
monthly bulletin Lietuvių Mintys (Lithuanian Thoughts). 

74 Jēkabsons, Ē. Lietuvieši Latvijā, 80. lpp.
75 Visuotinė Lietuvių enciklopēdija, IX. Vilnius: Mokslo ir enciklopedijų leidybos institutas, 2006, p. 481.
76 Lietuvių Balsas, 1933, 22. liepas [July]. After the Second World War, S. Vainiūnas held the post of professor 

at the Lithuanian State Conservatory, and an international piano competition in his honour has been held 
from 1989 onwards.

Fig.10. Composer and pianist Stasys Vainiūnas 
(Muzikos enciklopedija. O–Ž. Vilnius: Lietuvos 
muzikos ir teatro akademija; Mokslo ir enciklopedijų 
leidybos institutas, 2007, p. 576)
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Cultural contributions by the Belarusians of Latvia
Influences from the national awakening of the Belarusian people which began 

during the second half of the 19th century, only reached Belarusians living in Latvia 
during the 20th century, in particular news of the proclamation of the Belarusian Peo-
ple’s Republic on 25 March 1918. This entity, however, disappeared in 1920, and Soviet 
Russia and Poland divided Belorussia between themselves. Driven by foreign policy 
considerations, Moscow established the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic, whose 
leadership was selected by Joseph Stalin.77

In 1920, the presence of 75 000 Belarusians was registered in Latvia. However, in 
1935, only 26 800 residents declared themselves to be Belarusians.78 Only a single ele-
mentary school was operating in the school year of 1939/1940.

Nevertheless, activities in Latvia by members of the Belarusian national intelli-
gentsia yielded some results. The Belarusian Culture and Education Society 
Backaushchina (Fatherland) was established in 1921, with Jans Harlaps elected as its 
first chairman. A chapter of this society located in Ludza in eastern Latvia was particu-
larly active.79 

The Education Society Belaruskaja Hata (Belarusian House), established in 1921 
and with chapters in Riga, Daugavpils, Ludza, and Liepāja, played a major role in Bela-
rusian culture in Latvia, with its own choir, brass band and library. About 600 individ-
uals took part in its events.80 In 1924, the Cultural Society Run (Seedlings) was founded 
in Riga, in 1926, the Society Prasveta (Light), was founded in Daugavpils, and in 1927, 
the Society Kultura i praca (Culture and Labour) was founded in Daugavpils.

A new association of Belarusian poets consisting of about 20 members was formed. 
In 1926, it issued an almanac Perši krok (First Step). The poet Pjatro Sakols (real name 
Pjotrs Masaļskis) wrote a poem “Latgaliade”, which was dedicated to the land of his 
birth.81

The Belarusian Theatre Society was founded in 1927 with the support of the poet 
Rainis, who at that time was the Minister of Education. In 1928, the society established 
the Belarusian Popular Theatre in Riga and Daugavpils (performances were mostly 
musicals put on in a Belarusian ethnographic style).82 Belarusian schools and theatres 
were supported by the Belarusian School Board at the Education Ministry, chaired by 
Sergejs Saharovs and Konstatīns Jezavitovs, which operated until 1934.

The last performances by the Belarusian Theatre of Latvia took place in 1939. 
These took the form of a summary of the contributions by Belarusian culture to Latvia 
up to that time. 

The occupation of Latvia by the USSR in 1940 formally put an end to all activities 
by minority cultural societies.

77 История России. ХХ век, 1894–1939. Москва: Астрель, 2009, с. 666.
78 Apine, I. Baltkrievi Latvijā. Rīga: LZA Filozofijas un socioloģijas institūts, 1995, 21. lpp.
79 Беларуская школа у Латвii, № 3, 1933, c. 299. 
80 20. gadsimta Latvijas vēsture. II. Neatkarīgā valsts, 1918–1940, 366. lpp.
81 Zeile, P. Latgales kultūras vēsture. No akmens laikmeta līdz mūsdienām, 540. lpp.
82 Apine, I. Baltkrievi Latvijā. Mazākumtautības Latvijā: vēsture un tagadne. Dribins, L. (sast.). Rīga: LU Filoz-

ofijas un socioloģijas institūts, 2007, 196. lpp.
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National minority cultures after the restoration of independence

The cultural scene in Latvia throughout the Soviet occupation was characterised 
by homogenisation. While the Soviet Union formally declared that “the culture of a 
socialist nation is national in form but socialist in content” and “mutual enrichment” 
was supposedly encouraged, in reality cultural policies overhwelmingly tended to 
 diminish national features and promote mass reproduction of examples of Russian and 
so-called Soviet culture. A situation came about that during the final decades of Soviet 
rule in Latvia, society consisted of two numerically almost equal communities, Latvi-
an-speakers and Russian-speakers. Proof of the Russification of those homo sovieticus 
who lived outside their ethnic territory is found in census data, including the final So-
viet-era census of 1989: at that time, 905 515 Russians lived in Latvia (34% of the total 
population), and a further 227 783 residents of other nationalities described Russian as 
their mother tongue. Therefore, the proportion of “Russian-speakers” was 42%,83 while 
at the same time only 22.5% of the Jews, 27.1% Poles, 32.2% Belarusians, 49.5% 
Ukrainians living in Latvia declared their mother tongue to be identical with that of 
their ethnic origin.84 The identity of Latvia’s Russian-speakers in the Soviet period was 
characterised by all the features of a “normal” identity in which socio-economic affilia-
tions override the importance of ethnic origin, language or cultural background. The 
basis of this phenomenon was the primacy of historically determined identification 
with the state over ethnicity, as well as advantages enjoyed in the Soviet Union by Rus-
sian-speakers.85

The Latvian National Awakening created circumstances favourable to the rebirth 
of the cultural traditions of the historic minorities of Latvia. A desire to develop demo-
cratic ethnopolicies was evident in the Popular Front of Latvia. Western experts offered 
the opinion, which was popularly appreciated, that the most appropriate post-commu-
nist ethnic policy was to recognise group autonomy; pluralism is preferable over as-
similation, because pluralism is not only more democratic, it is also imbued with 
greater vitality.86 

After the restoration of independence, the preservation and development of the 
culture of the historical minorities of Latvia is within the remit of the Latvian state, 
local authorities and non-governmental organisations, and both amateurs and profes-
sionals work in this field.

83 Calculations based on: 1989. gada tautas skaitīšanas rezultāti Latvijā: statistikas datu krājums  = Итоги 
переписи населения 1989 года по Латвии: статистический сборник. Rīga: Latvijas Republikas Valsts 
statistikas komiteja, 1992, 89. lpp.

84 Материалы по межнациональным отношениям. Ч. II. Национальный состав населения. Москва: 
Информационно-издательский центр Государственного комитета по статистике, 1989, с. 85–86.

85 Rozenvalds, J. The Soviet heritage and integration policy development since the restoration of independence. 
How Integrated is Latvian Society?: an Audit of Achievements, Failures and Challenges. Muižnieks, N. (Ed.). 
Riga: University of Latvia Press, 2010, p. 36.

86 Karklins, R. Ethnopolitics and Transition to Democracy: the Collapse of the USSR and Latvia. Washington, 
D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press; Baltimore & London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994, pp. 25, 
29, 168.
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Minority cultural associations and amateur art 
There are many minority cultural societies in Latvia, and fur-

thermore, after the restoration of independence. These have been 
formed not only by the historic minorities (some of whom have 
more than one such society), but also by residents who arrived in 
Latvia during the period of the Soviet Union (and their descend-
ents) — Armenians, Azeris, Georgians, Yakuts, Moldovans, Ta-
tars, Hungarians and Uzbeks, and even more recent arrivals, i.e. 
Arabs.87 Twenty-two minority cultural societies have joined to-
gether under the umbrella of the Latvian Association of National 
Cultural Societies (Lat vijas Nacionālo kultūras biedrību asociācija, 
LNKBA) named after Ita Kozakeviča,88 presided over since 1990 
by the representative of the Armenian So ciety of Latvia pianist 
and Doctor of Art Rafi Haradžanjans. In 1997, the state granted 
the LNKBA outright ownership without payment of a building in 
Riga, where various exhibitions, concerts, literary readings, activ-
ities by Sunday Schools and other groups are held. The Ventspils 
Association of National Culture Societies was founded in 2000, 
the Jelgava Association of National Culture Societies was founded 
in 2004, and there are other associations as well. There is a House 
of National Cultural Societies in Rēzekne.

The chief aim of the Society of Russian Culture in Latvia is to 
promote appreciation of Russian culture. The translator and bibliographer Jurijs 
 Abizovs, a long-time chairman of this organisation, is of the opinion that, “the basis 
for every culture is dialogue — about everything, with everyone, the cultural dialogue 
of personalities and peoples”,89 and has, together with like-minded fellow members, 
held literary readings, scientific conferences, and assembled a library of unique publi-
cations about culturology in Riga. Together with similar organisations in Estonia and 
Lithuania, this society has published a collection of articles titled Baltijskij arhiv (Baltic 
Archive, 13 volumes thus far).90 J. Abizovs has also compiled press articles dating from 

87  Data from the Enterprise Register of the Republic of Latvia show that in 2015 there were 306 societies and 
foundations which may be regarded as an ethnic minority organisation (according to the Culture Ministry 
of the Republic of Latvia. Accessible at: http://www.km.gov.lv/lv/jaunumi/?news_id=6998 (site last visited 
06.04.2016); however, not all of these prioritise culture in their activiteis. The digital culture map of Lat-
via indicates 100 national cultural societies under the heading of “non-governmental organisations” (see 
Kultūras karte lv. Nacionālās kultūras biedrības. Accessible at: http://www.kulturaskarte.lv/lv/nevalstiska-
organizacija/ nacionalas-kulturas-biedriba (site last visited 06.04.2016); however, other non-governmental 
organisations take part in ethnic minority cultural events.

88 The LNKBA was founded 30 November 1988, while in 1990 it was named after Ita Kozakeviča who drowned 
in the Tyrrhenian Sea, at the time chairing the Latvian Polish Union and the Human rights and nationality 
issues committee of the new Latvian Parliament.

89 Блюменкранц, В. Рига: “диалог всех со всеми”. Россия и современный мир, № 3  (68). Москва, 2010, 
с. 225.

90 Балтийский архив: русская культура в Прибалтике, т. 1–3. Таллин: Авенариус, 1995–1997; 
т. 4–6, 8, 10. Рига: Даугава, 1999–2005; т. 7. Вильнюс: Žvaigždžiu miesta, 2002; т. 9. Вильнюс: Изд-во 
Вильнюсского университета, 2005; т. 11–13. Таллин: Авенариус, 2006, 2012, 2013.

Fig.11. The translator and 
bibliographer Jurijs Abizovs 
(website “Русские Латвии”. 
Acessible at: http://www.russkije.
lv/ru/lib/read/yuri-abyzov.
html?source=persons#)
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the 1870s to the 1930s about the history of Riga and the Baltic provinces91, as well as 
publishing, together with Stanford University (USA), bibliographical materials of cul-
tural and historical relevance.92 In later years, J.  Abizovs became somewhat disillu-
sioned about the possibilities of an inter-culture dialogue in Latvia93 and was quite re-
signed in offering his conclusions, that “Russian culture in Latvia is not even 
provincial, as much as marginal: notes along the margins of the great Russian text”, as 
well as that, “a separate, independent, self-sufficient Russian culture does not exist in 
Latvia, and it never has existed”, but what does exist is “a fixation, typical of Russians in 
the Baltic (Остзейский комплекс россиянина) — yearning for the West at the same 
time as recoiling from it, enthusiasm for organ music and whipped cream. It is a com-
bination of Russian imperial greatness and an inferiority complex.”94

The wish of national (minority) cultural societies which emerged at the time of 
the Awakening to renew their ethnocultural identity at the same time as integrating 
into a single culture space of Latvia, is well illustrated by the goals of the Society for 
Belarusian Culture in Latvia Svitanak (Dawn), namely: “to renew and to promote use 
of the Belarusian language among Belarusians in Latvia, to strengthen Belarusian self-
awareness, to position Belarusian culture closer to Latvian culture and other minority 
cultures in Latvia, in order to promote harmony and mutual understanding in 
society”.95

The Jewish Culture Society of Latvia (today the Jewish Community of Riga) was 
founded in 1988 and was given use of the historic House of the Jewish Theatre located 
in central Riga. This building has become a centre to preserve memory of Jewish his-
tory and Jewish culture in Latvia: in 1990, historian Marģers Vestermanis established 
the museum “Jews in Latvia” at these premises, and after major refurbishment in 
2004, two halls (with 550 and 250 seats) are now the venue for various cultural 
events. 

The Polish Union of Latvia, with 16 regional chapters, is engaged in diverse cul-
tural activities, as is the Union of Latvian Ukrainian Societies, the Belarusian Union 
in Latvia, and other larger or smaller minority associations and individual societies.

Minority amateur ensembles — choirs, dance groups, theatre, folklore groups and 
orchestras — all contribute a different flavour to the cultural life of Latvia. The work of 
these groups is related to that of minority non-governmental organisations, and to 
programmes of activities at cultural centres supported by local authorities. Some of 
these entities can look back over decades of activity, but most were established at the 

91 От Лифляндии — к Латвии: Прибалтика русскими глазами, т.  1–2. Абызов, Ю.  (сост.). Москва: 
Аркаюр, 1993–1999. 

92 Абызов, Ю. Русское печатное слово в Латвии 1917–1944 гг.: био-библиографический справочник, 
т.  1–4. Stanford: Stanford University, 1990–1991; Балтийско-русский сборник. Под ред. Б.  Равдина и 
Л. Флейшмана, т. 1–2. Stanford: Stanford University, 2004–2007. 

93 Аршавская, Т. Абызов, ЛОРК и бремя. Даугава, № 1, 2007, с. 67–73.
94 Абызов, Ю. Феномен культуры русских Латвии. Русские в Латвии. Из истории и культуры старо-

верия. Русская община Латвии; Старообрядческое общество Латвии; Фонд гуманитарных иссле-
дований и просвещения “Веди”. Рига: Веди, 2002, с. 309, 304, 355.

95 Latvijas baltkrievu kultūras biedrības “Svitanak” = Латвiйскае таварыства беларускай культуры 
“Сьвiтанак”. Rīga: Sabiedrības integrācijas fonds, 2003, 3. lpp.
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same time as the restoration of Latvia took 
place, or in later years.96 

The repertoire of the mixed-voice choir 
Polonez, which was founded in 1983, and 
works in Riga under the auspices of the Cul-
ture Club Polonēze, which in turn is part of 
the Polish Union of Latvia, includes Polish 
and Latvian songs. The mixed-voice choir 
Promień, at the Polish Cultural Centre of Dau-
gavpils, came into existence in 1988, while the 
women’s choir Jutrzenka, was formed in 2000 
in Rēzekne. The mixed choir Perezvoni is ac-
tive at the VEF Culture Palace in Riga, the 
Concert Organisation Ave Sol includes the 
Russian Orthodox Chamber Choir Blagovest, 
and the Holy Trinity Orthodox Cathedral 
youth choir Niva duhovnaja is also active. The mixed-voice choir Leelo of the Esto-
nian Society was created in 1989, while the mixed-voice choir Shofar of the Riga 
 Jewish Community was founded in 2001. The Russian folklore choir Ivushki, is active 
in Rēzekne, and the mixed-voice choir Mrija of the Ukrainian Culture and Education 
Society is active in Daugavpils. These and other choirs give concerts not merely for 
the benefit of their minority members, but also take part in various festivals, concerts 
and gatherings in the cities and rural regions of Latvia as well as abroad, for example, 
the Youth Chamber Choir Accolada of the Russian Choir Association of Riga has 
been a regular participant in the Latvian School Song and Dance Festivals, and has 
won recognition in international competitions.

Among the various vocal ensembles, the following deserve mention: the Polish 
vocal ensemble Visla, the folk song ensemble Nadzeja of the Belarusian Society  Pramen 
(Ray), the mixed-voice solo song ensemble Dnipro of the Ukrainian Society of Latvia, 
the ensemble, Vodograj of the Ukrainian Society of Rēzekne, the ensemble Morgenrot 
of the Riga German Culture Society, the women’s vocal ensemble, Rodnik of the Rus-
sian Society of Latvia, the Russian vocal ensemble Barina of the Culture House of 
Krustpils, the Belarusian vocal ensemble, Suzorje of the Slavic Music Society Sozvu-
chije, and the vocal ensemble Mazl tov of the Jewish Community in Daugavpils. The 
Russian folk music ensemble Sudarushka is active in the small town of Seda, located 
near Latvia’s border with Estonia.

The Russian folk song and dance ensemble, Krivichi, which is based at the VEF 
Culture Palace in Riga, can look back on more than half a century of activities. The or-
chestra of Russian folk instruments, Sadko, located at this same centre, has equally rich 
traditions. The folk dance ensemble Ivushka (founded in 1964) under the Trade Union 

96 For an extensive compilation of artistic collectives of the ethnic minorities activities in Riga see: Радуга 
талантов = Talantu varavīksne. Rīga: Eiropas-slāvu kultūras centrs “Lira”, 2012. 

Fig. 12. The museum “Jews in Latvia” is located in 
the House of the Riga Jewish Community (publicity 
photograph of the museum “Jews in Latvia”)
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Club Vecrīga, has both a children’s and youth 
section in addition to the main dance group. 
Middle-aged members of the Lithuanian Cul-
ture Society of Latvia, who are also part of a 
folk-dance group Biyunas, hold rehearsals at 
the Lithuanian Secondary School in Riga, 
while the children’s dance ensemble Zadorinka, 
whose repertoire includes Russian and other 
folk dances, rehearses at the Riga Moscow 
House. 

Folklore groups play an important role in 
sustaining non-material traditions. The family 
folklore group Berendejka, located at Ritums 
Culture and Folk-art Centre, allows grown-ups 
and children to learn traditional family cus-
toms and rituals, to acquire traditional Russian 
cookery skills, as well as learning how to make 
folk costumes. The repertoire of the folklore 

group, Ilyinskaya pyatnitsa includes Belarusian folk songs and other traditional songs 
from Latgale, Vitebsk, and Sebezha, as well as Russian Orthodox songs, dances, and 
games from the border region in Latgale and Pskov Region. 

Ukranian groups active in Riga include the Ukrainian Popular Theatre, the puppet 
theatre Balaganchik based at the Palace of Schoolchildren, and the theatre Souchastniki 
at the Culture Palace Ziemeļblāzma, and a children’s theatre group operates at the Dau-
gavpils Polish Culture Centre.

The leaders of these ensembles are of different ages and artistic dispositions. 
Members of the oldest generation include Jurijs Glagoļevs, the founder and long-time 
leader of the choir Perezvoni, who gained his musical education in Riga during the 
1930s and  studied composition, piano playing and choir direction at the Latvian 
State Conservatory after the war, and choreographer Valentīna Laizāne, who led the 
folk dance ensemble Ivushka for more than 50 years. They are being replaced by 
graduates of the Latvian Music Academy and other institutions, some of whom are 
following in the footsteps of their elders, for example Josifs Cisers, artistic director of 
the Jewish choir Shofar, is the son of a principal director at the pre-war Jewish 
 Theatre. 

The folklore ensemble Kinnor has developed in an interesting manner. The ensem-
ble was founded in 1988 at the Riga Jewish Culture Centre by Mihaels and Faina Lein-
vands, both graduates of the Latvian Conservatory. During the early 1990s, Kinnor 
gave 16 performances and concerts in Latvia, as well as in 30 cities in the USA and 
elsewhere in the world.97 After their departure to Israel, the Leinvands created the 
music theatre Kinnor David in Ashkelon, which has been recognised for popularising 

97 Latvia’s Jewish Community: history, tragedy, revival. Dribins, L., Gūtmanis, A., Vestermanis, M.; Commis-
sion of the Historians of Latvia. Riga: Publ. of the Institute of the History of Latvia, 2001, p. 78. 

Fig. 13. Valdis Zatlers, State President of Latvia, and 
Bronisław Komorowski, President of the Republic of 
Poland, meeting children’s ensembles in September 
2010 at the Daugavpils Polish Culture Centre (Kultūras 
karte.lv. Accessible at: https://www.kulturaskarte.lv/lv/
kulturas-centrs/ daugavpils-polu-kulturas-centrs)
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Yiddish culture, and in 2011 performed suc-
cessful concerts in Riga and elsewhere in 
 Latvia.98 

Minority culture festivals have become as 
a tradition. The first such festival, “The Gar-
land of Latvia” (Latvijas vainags), was held in 
1996. The programme was so brilliant that 
from 1998 onwards concerts by amateur 
mino rity ensembles have been integrated in 
the programme of the General Latvian Song 
and Dance Festivals. In 2003, a concert at the 
Riga Hall of Congresses featured 37 different 
creative groups with 524 participants from 
around Latvia. Folk dance and folklore ensem-
bles put on concerts at Vērmanes Park in Riga, 
featuring Jew’s harps, balalaikas, accordions, 
violins, drums, kankles (a stringed Lithuanian 
folk instrument), and guitars. A concert by mi-
nority ensembles, “Under the Same Sky”, and 
the national minority day “Source of Light” 
were included in the 2013 Song Festival pro-
gramme; more than 100 groups and individual 
performers took part in these events. The Riga 
children’s folk dance group Zadorinka received 
an award for excellence together with other 
distinguished choirs and folk dance groups 
presented at the Freedom Monument in Riga 
on the final day of the festival.

Recently, national minority folklore 
groups have started to take part in the annual 
International Folklore Festival “Baltica”, which 
has been held since 1987 in rotation in each of 
the Baltic States.99 

Festivals featuring minority artistic endeavours are held at various venues around 
Latvia, and these events attract participants and audiences from various generations. 
For example, the series of festivals “A Garland of Slavs” was first held in 1999 in Vangaži 
near Riga and took place for the tenth time in 2015, while the ninth festival in the se-
ries “A Garland of Latgale” took place in the summer of 2013 in the village of Indra in 
Krāslava Municipality, close to the border with Belarus. The festival “United in 

98 Театр песни “Киннор Давид” в Латвии. Accessible at: http://ashkeloninfo.com/news/teatr_pesni _kinnor_
david_v_latvii/2012-01-17-1344 (site last visited 06.04.2016).

99 Starptautiskais folkloras festivāls BALTICA = International Folklore Festival BALTICA. 2015, 15.–19.  jūlijs. 
Rīga: Latvijas Nacionālais kultūras centrs, 2015, 31., 35., 49.–51. lpp.

Fig.14. The children’s dance group of Riga Zadorinka 
(website “Русские Латвии”. Accessible at: http://www.
russkie.org.lv/node/154) 

Fig.15. Dance troupe Maagal of the Riga Jewish 
Community at the 2010 Song and Dance Festival of 
the Schoolchildren of Latvia, Riga (from the collection 
of the museum “Jews in Latvia”)
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 Diversity” is a  colourful artistic event organised 
in Riga by the Association of National Cultural 
 Societies of Latvia.100 The Foundation for the 
Development of Culture, established in 2011, 
has greatly contributed to organising these fes-
tivals.101

A tradition dating from the 1920s and 
1930s of holding Days of Russian Culture has 
been revived. These begin at the end of May 
on the occasion of the feast day of Saints Cyril 
and Methodius, who invented the alphabet 
used in Church Slavonic and other Slavic lan-
guages, and ends on the anniversary (6 June) 
of the birth of Alexander Pushkin. In 1989, the 
Baltic–Slavic Cultural Cooperation and Devel-

opment Society reminded the general public about this historical tradition of Rus-
sians in Latvia, which had fallen into neglect.102 Starting in 1995, the Days of Slav 
Culture have been held annually in Daugavpils together with events organised by the 
Russian Culture Centre there. From 2011 onwards, Days of Russian Culture have 
been held in many places in Latvia, supported by non-governmental organisations 
and by individuals with a personal interest in Russian culture. In addition to their 
emotional experience, the audiences can also benefit from a wealth of information 
about culture and history which is documented, published and made available by the 
organisers.103 

The programme of the Days of Russian Culture was particularly broad in 2015, 
which marked the 90th anniversary of the first occasion of these events. Various exhi-
bitions, master classes, concerts, stage productions, literary readings, thematic excur-
sions and lectures were held in Riga, Daugavpils, Rēzekne, Jēkabpils, Ludza, Preiļi, 
Jūrmala, Vangaži, and elsewhere in Latvia, a total of 180 events, with artists from Rus-
sia also taking part.104 Two commemorative postage stamps were issued in coopera-
tion with Latvijas Pasts (Latvian Post), with a portrait of E. Tihoņickis, the initiator of 
this tradition, on one of these stamps. At the conclusion this festival, participants 
gathered at the monument to Alexander Pushkin in Kronvalda Park, Riga, unveiled 
in 2009.

100 The programme of the 13th Festival held in 2015 included exhibitions of paintings by artists from several 
minoritie groups, a chamber music concert, interactive lectures on culture and art, concerts by children’s 
groups, as well as by amateur groups from several minorities, as well as a comprehensive gala concert.

101 See: Фонд развития культуры. Accessible at: http://kaf.lv/about/ (site last visited 06.04.2016).
102 Дни русской культуры в Латвии, 1925–1939; 1989: [С.  А.  Есенин и Латвия]. Русский культурный 

центр Балто-славянского общества культурного развития и сотрудничества. Рига: [1989].
103 Дни русской культуры в Латвии. Рига: Оргкомитет Дней русской культуры, 2011–2015; Русские 

дни: Бесплатная ежегодная газета Оргкомитета Дней русской культуры, 2012–2015; Письмена: 
поэтический альманах. Рига: Оргкомитет Дней русской культуры, 2012.

104 Программа Дней русской культуры – 2015. 22 мая – 7 июня 2015 года. Accessible at: http://www .russk-
ije.lv/ru/journalism/read/drc-2015/ (site last visited 06.04.2016).

Fig.16. Almanac of the Days of Russian Culture in 
Latvia, 2015
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A ball in honour of Saint Tatyana was held annually during the inter-war period, 
on 25 January, organised by Russian student fraternities in honour of the patron saint 
of students. In 1998, the fraternity Fraternitas Arctica, and the sorority Sororitas 
Tatiana organised the first revival the Tatyana Ball.105 Traditionally a student-frater-
nity-oriented event, since 2000, has gained a wider meaning, as the association sup-
porting schools with Russian as the language of instruction now marks this date as the 
“feast day of Russian culture and education in Latvia”.106

Days of culture organised by other national minority societies have introduced a 
new dimension to the multi-cultural life of Latvia. For example, the Association of 
Georgians in Latvia Samshoblo (Homeland), invited its members and the general pub-
lic to participate in the Days of Georgian Culture in 2010; Days of Armenian folk-art 
and traditions have also been held. Days of Ukrainian Culture take place in many 
places around Latvia; in Jelgava these are organised by the Ukrainian Culture Centre, 
Dzherelo (Source), and in Ventspils, by the Ukrainian Culture and Enlightenment So-
ciety Kobzar (Singer). The Association of Tatar and Bashkir Culture in Latvia Chishma 
(Source) took the initiative in 2014, in the context of Riga as the European Capital of 
Culture, to organise the first European Sabantuja in Vērmanes Park, a popular Tatar 
and Bashkir celebration which was honoured by the presence of Rustam Minnikhanov, 
President of the Republic of Tatarstan. The 5th International Popular Culture Festival 
“Belarusian Fair in Daugavpils” (Беларускі кірмаш у Даўгаўпілсе), was held in Octo-
ber 2015, with ensembles from Latvia, Belarus, Lithuania, Estonia, and Poland taking 
part.107 

The Jewish Community in Riga, together with other non-governmental organisa-
tions, schools and various local authorities, regularly hold Days of Jewish Culture in 
several cities in Latvia; these feature concerts by the choir Shofar and the children’s 
dance group Maagal, with the aim of popularising the Jewish cultural heritage of Lat-
via. Founded in 2011, the Maksis Goldins Society “The Jewish Cultural Legacy” has 
brought a new dimension to the musical life of Latvia; headed by singer Vlads Šulmans, 
this society is a partner in organising the International Jewish Music Festival. This fes-
tival is named after the famous tenor Mikhail Alexandrovich, who was born in Latvia 
and graduated from the Latvian Conservatory before the war, and concerts and com-
petitions for young singers are held in Riga. The Jewish religious community Shamir 
(Precious Stone) regularly holds Jewish cultural festivals marking the Jewish New Year, 
at which artists from Latvia, Israel, the USA, and other countries take part.108 The 
 Jewish communities of Riga and other cities in Latvia, as well as the  Museum of the 

105 Рыжакова, С. Фуксы, коммильтоны, филистры: очерки о студенческих корпорациях Латвии. 
Москва: Новое литературное обозрение, 2015, с. 213–214. 

106 Татьянин день – праздник русской культуры и образования в Латвии. 2015 г. Accessible at: http://www.
lashor.lv/rus/index.php (last visited 06.04.2016); TATIANA’S DAY – Festival of Russian Culture and Educa-
tion in Latvia. Festivāli Rīgā 2015. Riga: Education, Culture and Sports Department of Riga City Council 
[2015], p. 84.

107 Daugavpilī skanēs tautas kultūras festivāls “Baltkrievu gadatirgus”. Latvijas Avīze, 2015, 16.10. 
108 Festival of Jewish Culture. Festivāli Rīgā 2015. Riga: Education, Culture and Sports Department of Riga City, 

[2015], p. 98.
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Riga Ghetto and of the Holocaust in Latvia (which opened its doors in 2010), in coop-
eration with Latvian state bodies, academic and non-governmental organisations, put 
great effort into maintaining social memory of the Holocaust and its victims.109

The Riga Culture Centre of Roma organises days of culture in Riga, Daugavpils, 
Jelgava, Valmiera, Talsi, and elsewhere in Latvia; Roma culture festivals are held in 
concert halls in Jūrmala and Ventspils during the second half of August, with artists 
from many countries taking part in addition to the ensemble Ame Roma, which is very 
popular in Latvia.

The amateur artistic ensembles of national minorities and their concerts, culture 
festivals, shows and participation in nationwide cultural events not only ensure that 
ethnic traditions are maintained, popularised, and preserved, they also encourage 
members of these minorities to develop their ethnic, cultural, linguistic, or religious 
identity, as foreseen in the Framework Convention for the Protection of National 
 Minorities of the Council of Europe, which has been ratified by the Republic of 
Latvia;110 furthermore, all of these events promote inter-cultural dialogue and contrib-
ute to the cultural landscape of Latvia. Although there are about 100 ethnic minority 
ensembles in Latvia,111 studies of cultural policies pursued by the minorities have 
shown that amateur artistic efforts are not as popular among ethnic minority members 
as among Latvians.112 Many members of national minorities in Latvia prefer popular 
culture in the Russian language, or have fully integrated into the Latvian or Russian 
cultural space. Despite the findings of the 2011 census,113 which showed that Ukraini-
ans, Belarusians, Poles, Jews and members of other minority groups of Latvia over-
whelmingly use the Russian language at home in preference to their mother tongue, an 
increasing number are today showing an interest in their ethnic identity, and strive to 
maintain it even when this effort is not their highest priority.

The performing arts: professional theatres

Russian theatres have made a very substantial contribution to the performing arts 
in Latvia. At the same time, it would not be correct to associate the artistic results of 
the Michael Chekhov Russian Theatre of Riga114 and that of other troupes of Russian 

109 For more information see also: Bērziņš, D. Communication and ethics of social memory: discourses of the 
Holocaust in Latvia (1945–2014): summary of a thesis submitted for a doctoral degree in communication 
science, subfield, communication theory. Riga: University of Latvia, 2015.

110 Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities. Accessible at: http://likumi.lv/ doc.
php?id=215962 (site last visited 06.04.2016).

111 The database of the digital map of culture in Latvia lists details of 86 ethnic minority collectives in the 
category “artistic collectives” (See Kultūras karte lv. Mazākumtautību kolektīvs. Accessible at: http:// www.
kulturaskarte.lv/lv/makslinieciskais-kolektivs/mazakumtautibu-kolektivs (site last visited 06.04.2016).

112 Daugavietis, J. Amatiermāksla Latvijā: kopienas attīstība un kultūrpolitika. Promocijas darbs doktora grāda 
iegūšanai socioloģijā. Rīga: Latvijas Universitāte, 2015, 247. lpp.

113 Central Statistical Bureau. Final Results of the Population and Housing Census 2011: Resident Population in 
Statistical Regions, Cities under State Jurisdiction and Counties by Ethnicity; on 1 March 2011. 

114 Until 2006, it was known as the Riga Russian Drama Theatre.
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actors at theatres in Latvia solely with the cul-
tural life of the Russian minority in Latvia — 
scholars acknowledge that these performances 
are an integral part of theatrical life in 
 Latvia.115

The quarter century (1964–1988) in which 
the Riga Russian Theatre gave its most signifi-
cant contribution to theatrical life in Latvia is 
associated with the work of Arkady Katz, 
under whose direction it became one of the 
most scintillating theatres in Latvia.116 For ex-
ample, in his interpretation of the classic Lat-
vian play by Rūdolfs Blaumanis, The Tailor 
Days in Silmači (1980),117 he was able to add 
dramatic elements and ritualistic features to 
this comedy, thereby enriching the traditional 
approach to staging this play.118 

When in 1988 A. Katz moved from Latvia to become a director at the J. Vakhtan-
gov Theatre in Moscow, the Riga Russian Theatre again faced pressing problems. These 
came to a head at a time when changes were brewing in society, including many 
stormy episodes, and all theatres in Latvia encountered artistic and organisational 
challenges, as “daily life out-competed the theatre”.119

The principal director at the Riga Russian Theatre, until 2000, was Leonīds 
Beļavskis, who had worked together with A. Katz. In 1990, Semyon Losev, another 
contemporary of A. Katz, returned to the theatre in Riga from Sverdlovsk (today Yeka-
terinburg). Jakovs Rafalsons, who had come to Riga from Moscow, became the leading 
actor. Initially he played roles in comedies, but gradually he came to demonstrate a 
wide range of acting talent, from comedy to tragicomedy, farce and tragedy.120 Com-
pared to their fellow actors at the Riga Russian Theatre, J. Rafalsons, as well as Ņina 
Ņeznamova and young actresses Veronika Plotņikova and Dana Čerņecova, have 
achieved great visibility in Latvian society. 

The most memorable productions by L. Beļavskis during the 1990s were Scenes 
from a Marriage (1990) by Ingmar Bergman, Camera obscura (1991) by Vladimir 
Nabokov, and A Month in the Country (1993) by Ivan Turgenev. A production of the 

115 Zeltiņa, G. Priekšvārds. Latviešu teātris no pirmsākumiem līdz mūsdienām. Rīga: LU Literatūras, folkloras un 
mākslas institūts, 2010, 7. lpp.

116 Kalna, B. Rīgas Krievu teātris. Latviešu teātris no pirmsākumiem līdz mūsdienām, 408.–409. lpp.
117 Staging Latvian dramas is a tradition at the Riga Russian Theatre. “Indrāni” by Rūdolfs Blaumanis was the 

first such case (in 1912). Elmārs Seņkovs, a new Latvian director at the Riga Russian Theatre, was respon-
sible for performances of this same play in 2012, earning critical acclaim and audience approval. 

118 Kļaviņa, I. Arkādijs Kacs. Teātra režija Baltijā. Rīga: Jumava, 2006, 422. lpp.
119 Čakare, V. Latvijas režija (1990–2005). Galvenās tendences. Teātra režija Baltijā. Rīga: Jumava, 2006, 

262. lpp.
120 Kalna, B. Rīgas Krievu teātris, 435. lpp.

Fig. 17. The Michael Chekhov Riga Russian Theatre. 
Publicity photograph
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Latvian comedy, The Sins of Trīne (1994) by R. Blaumanis was 
both an artistic and commercial success. 

In 2000, Gennady Trostyanetsky was invited to come from 
St. Petersburg to take up the post of artistic director of the the-
atre. His production of the popular musical Kerija by  Raimonds 
Pauls (based on the novel by Theodore Dreiser) won acclaim 
not only in Riga, but also on tour in Moscow and Israel. Re-
nowned creative directors were invited from Russia to diversify 
the repertoire of the theatre, raise the performance of actors’, 
and attract a larger audience. Roman Kozak directed several 
plays. His version of the play, The Dance of Death by August 
Strindberg was recognised as the best theatre performance of 
1996 in any theatre in Latvia, while in 2004 he staged a “bilin-
gual project”, the play Who’s afraid of Virginia Wolf? by Edward 
Albee, in Latvian and Russian, with Riga Daile Theatre actress 
Lilita Ozoliņa in the role of Martha also in the Russian with 
acclaim. In 2002, the choreographer Alla Sigalova, in coopera-
tion with R. Pauls, arranged the performance Nights of Cabiria 
based on the film by Federico Fellini, with several perfor-
mances directed by Roman Viktyuk. In 2003, the theatre 
marked its 120th anniversary with performances of The Seagull 
by Anton Chekhov, directed and directed by Peter Stein from 
Germany.

Renovations of the building housing the Russian Theatre were completed in 2010. 
Director Igors Koņajevs was engaged as artistic director of the theatre. An important 
place in the repertoire of this theatre is occupied by musicals, over and above classic 
Russian and Western plays. Performances of the musical Odessa, Magical City by 
R. Pauls (based on themes from the book by Isaac Babel, Stories of Odessa) have been 
put on over several years, while Aleksejs Ščerbaks’ Tango with Strok was staged in 
2012, dedicated to the composer and musician Oskars Stroks who was born in Dau-
gav pils. The Latvian Academy of Culture offers a course for Russian actors which ben-
efit the Riga Russian Theatre; the course is taught by lecturers from Latvia and Russia. 
The entry of new acting talent has allowed the theatre to offer a more varied repertoire. 
A theatrical improvisation by I. Koņajevs, A Festival of Love, which was the opening 
performance of the 2015 season, was intended as a gesture of respect towards Latvian 
literature, a demonstration of inter-cultural dialogue, as well as to commemorate the 
150th anniversary year of the famous Latvian poets Rainis and Aspazija. The perfor-
mance consisted of poetry in the Latvian language with prose excerpts in the Russian 
language, together with a score composed for this occasion by the Latvian composer 
Arturs Maskats.121 

121 Благословение любви. Accessible at: http://www.trd.lv/ru/spektakli/spektakli/blagoslovenie-ljubvi/ (site 
last visited 06.04.2016).

Fig.18. Jakovs Rafalsons in a 
performance of Odessa, Magical 
City (2007). Photograph by 
Aigars Altenbergs
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As the Michael Chekhov Riga Russian Theatre 
enthusiastically tours in Russia and elsewhere, in 
2014 it was awarded the prize “Звезда Теат-
рала,”as the “Best Russian theatre located outside 
Russia”.122 

Riga Youth Theatre (Rīgas Jaunatnes teātris) has 
been responsible for many brilliant contributions to 
the cultural history of Latvia123, and its long-time 
director, Ādolfs Šapiro, is an example of great pro-
fessionalism and unusually successful interaction 
between two cultures.124 

When, in 1964, Ā. Šapiro, a graduate of the 
Kharkov State Theatre Institute, was invited to work 
in Riga, he became the youngest principal director 
in the USSR. His productions always incited creative 
discussion, since the director was able to synthesise 
different theatrical elements (Comedia de l’Arte, the Vsevolod Meyerhold approach to 
the grotesque and constructivism), together with a refined psychological sensibility 
and with references to contemporary reality.125 Scholars studying the theatre have re-
marked that a very important aspect of this director’s work was that he learned the 
Latvian language, sought to understand the Latvian mentality and culture, and staged 
contemporary and classic Latvian plays.126 For example, in his 1985 production of the 
play Centrifuge, by the popular Latvian playwright Gunārs Priede, Šapiro assigned the 
roles of Russians in this play to Sergejs Judins and other members of the Russian ac-
tors’ company, thereby allowing the audience to better appreciate the human dimen-
sion at a time of historical change. Musical shows staged by Nikolajs Šeiko by both 
companies of actors promoted the diversity of offerings of this theatre.127 Felikss Deičs, 
a member of the Russian company of actors of this theatre, worked as a director from 
1977 onwards.

The political turbulence of the late 1980s and early 1990s impacted the Riga Youth 
Theatre. Some actors proposed dividing the theatre in two, while others stridently pro-
tested against an excessive work load and complained to the Ministry of Culture. The 
Russian actors’ company was more active in a professional sense, with six new produc-
tions in their 1991/1992 season. The building that housed this theatre was returned to 

122 Международная театральная премия зрительских симпатий “Звезда Театрала”. Accessible at: http:// 
www.teatral-online.ru/star/laureates/ (site last visited 06.04.2016).

123 This theatre was founded in 1940, and starting in 1946 it had two actor companies, one Latvian, one Rus-
sian, each with its own repertoire.  Starting in 1945, it was initially located at Lāčplēša iela 37, but from 1979 
onwards, when the Latvian Daile (Art) Theatre moved to new premises, the Riga Youth Theatre moved to 
the legendary historic premises at Lāčplēša ielā 25.

124 Zeltiņa, G. Ādolfs Šapiro. Teātra režija Baltijā. Rīga: Jumava, 2006, 386.–387. lpp. Ā. Šapiro and the work of 
the Riga Youth Theatre in the 1960s–1980s have been included in the Latvian Culture Canon.

125 Čakare, V. Latvijas režija (1990–2005). Galvenās tendences, 263. lpp.
126 Zeltiņa, G. Ādolfs Šapiro, 390. lpp.
127 Zeltiņa, G. Jaunatnes teātris. Latviešu teātris no pirmsākumiem līdz mūsdienām. 453. lpp.

Fig. 19. Ādolfs Šapiro receiving the Order of the 
Three Stars, 18 November 2011. Photograph by 
Toms Kalniņš (Press Service of the Office of the 
Latvian State President) 
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its original owners, the Latvian Baptist Church 
Union, which led to tensions in the theatre. In 
1992, the Ministry of Culture decided to reor-
ganise the Riga Youth Theatre, which in fact 
meant its liquidation.128 No suitable premises 
were found for the Russian actors’ company 
and it disintegrated. S. Judins and several oth-
ers went to work at the Riga Russian Theatre, 
while others departed for Russia or gained new 
professions. F.  Deičs became a director at 
Valmiera Theatre, and his work continues to 
earn the respect of his colleagues, theatre crit-
ics and theatre goers;129  Ā. Šapiro left Latvia, to 
work as a director and teacher of master classes 
in Russia, Estonia, the USA, Poland, Israel, 
France, and elsewhere in the world.130 

Daugavpils Theatre restarted its work in 1988.131 In fact this theatre was founded 
anew, since all that had survived was the building that previously housed the theatre 
with minimal stage accoutrements. Daugavpils Theatre is today the only drama thea-
tre in Latvia with two actors’ companies, one Latvian and one Russian. The first per-
formance by the Russian actors took place in 1991, of the play Emigrants by Sławomir 
Mrożek. The Russian company staged few successful plays in later years, and when in 
the late 1990s members of the Latvian company found positions in theatres in Riga, 
Daugavpils Theatre was left with just one company, the Russian actors, most of whom 
came from the city. Director Valentīns Maculēvičs staged Until the Cock Crows Thrice 
by Vasily Shukshin (1996), Three Sisters (1997), and The Cherry Orchard (2000) by 
Anton Chekhov, while director Harijs Petrockis offered the Russian-speaking audi-
ence his interpretation of the play Blow the Winds by Rainis (2001). The quality of 

128 Geikina, S. Jaunatnes teātris. Rīga: Jāņa Rozes apgāds, 2011, 257. lpp.
129 This director received in 2012 the “Spēlmaņu nakts” award for his lifetime contribution to the theatre from 

the Association of Members of the Theatre in Latvia.
130 Ā. Šapiro in his memoirs published in Moscow, How the Curtain was Rung Down (1996), emphasises that 

the aspirations of the Latvian people were always dear to him, and he was always with them in times of joy 
and sorrow, but he is bitter about developments in the early 1990s, on more than one occasion describing 
the period as one when “theatres were killed” by “a settling of accounts with theatres”  (Шапиро, А. Как 
закрывался занавес. Москва: Новое литературное обозрение, 1999, с. 15, 298, 311). 

131 The earliest traditions of Russian theatre in Latvia are associated with Daugavpils, with the earliest records 
attesting to its work dating from the mid-19th century (Kundziņš K. Latviešu teātra vēsture, 1. sēj. No 
pirmsākumiem līdz 19. gs. beigām. Rīga: Liesma, 1968, 38. lpp.). A Latvian Drama Theatre operated in Dau-
gavpils during the 1920s and 1930s, while in 1944, as fighting was still going on in other parts of Latvia, a 
Russian actors’ company began to put on plays. In time Daugavpils Theatre developed into a reasonably 
professional provincial Russian theatrical company. The Daugavpils State Music and Drama Theatre was 
formed in 1958 with both Latvian and Russian actors’ companies. During the 1961 reorganisation of this 
theatre, the Latvian company moved to Valmiera Theatre, while the Russian company continued to put on 
performances until 1963. (Zeltiņa, G. Daugavpils teātris. Latviešu teātris no pirmsākumiem līdz mūsdienām. 
Rīga: LU Literatūras, folkloras un mākslas institūts, 2010, 359. lpp.).

Fig. 20. Home of the Daugavpils Theatre — Vienības 
nams. Photograph by Anatolijs Vjalihs
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productions by the Russian company is based on its stable, professional core of ac-
tors  — Mihails Samodahovs, Viktors Jancevičs, Jurijs Losevs (the latter was a long-
time director at the amateur theatre Iskatel), Vera Hramņikova, Žanna Lubgāne, and, 
until 2013, Karina Lučiņina.132 Oļegs Šapošņikovs became the artistic and general di-
rector of this theatre in 2011. His production with the Russian company of the musi-
cal Ladies Paradise (in 2012), based on the novel by Émile Zola, was a successful com-
bination of romantic music by R. Pauls and plasticity and won considerable audience 
appreciation. Performances in the Latgalian dialect were popular with the Latgalian 
audience, and the theatre took on the task of addressing Polish residents of the region 
in their native tongue. Theatre critics in Latvia acknowledge that in artistic terms the 
Daugavpils Theatre has steadily progressed over the past few years, and it has earned a 
unique place in the theatre scene of Latvia.133

A Russian actors’ company was present at the Latvian State Puppet Theatre 
(founded in 1944) from 1946 onwards. An important part in the development of this 
theatre was played by Tīna Hercberga and by Vladislavs Bogačs (who was raised in a 
Polish worker’s family in Riga and afterwards, in early 1990s, he departed for Canada). 
Mention must also be made of Ļevs Birmanis who worked in the Puppet Theatre for 
more than half of the century and also in Michael Chekhov Russian Theatre of Riga 
and took part in the cultural affairs in the Riga Jewish community.

Professional non-state supported theatres are slowly finding a place in the theatre 
scene in Latvia. Active in Riga for more than ten years is the Russian youth theatre-
studio Association of Free Actors. Initially this group of newcomers to the stage who 
had been trained by S. Losev of the Riga Russian Theatre performed at the culture 
centre Nellija, and in 2009 they found a home at 67/69 Aleksandra Čaka Street, for-
merly occupied by a cinema and club, which can accommodate an audience of 190 
persons.134 

Mihails Gruzdovs, Vladislavs Nastavševs, and Dmitrijs Petrenko, all Russian 
direct ors from Latvia, have successfully staged plays at Latvian theatres, a number of 
which deal with historical memory through artistic expression and also with the inter-
cultural dialogue problems of Latvia.135

Literature (writers, poets, translators)
After the Second World War, Latvia figured in the creative work of several Russian 

writers and poets. For some, Latvia was for a shorter or longer period their place of 
residence, and their works must be evaluated in the context of Russian literature, while 
others have shown a real interest in Latvian culture, translating the works of Latvian 

132 Geikina, S. Daugavpils teātris. Rīga: Mansards, 2015, 281.–284. lpp.
133 Ibid., 350. lpp.
134 Театр “Общество Свободных Актёров”. Accessible at: http://www.teatr.lv/ru/76 (site last visited 

06.04.2016).
135 See, for example, the production by M. Gruzdovs of the play by Aleksejs Ščerbaks (resident in Latvia), “Day 

of Memory” at the Latvian National Theatre (2013) and the production by V. Nastavševs at the New Riga 
Theatre of “The Lake of Hopes” (2015), for which he was both the director and author of the text and script, 
where the stage dialogue is in Russian spoken by popular Latvian actors.
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authors and actively promoting inter-cultural dialogue, have made a lasting contribu-
tion to culture in Latvia. 

A Russian section existed within the Writers Union of Soviet Latvia from 1946 
onwards. Membership of this section was based on the original language of the  authors’ 
creative works, not ethnic origin.136 A compilation of biographies of members of the 
Writers Union which appeared in the mid-1970s137 covered 28 Russian and one Jewish 
author138. During the time of the Latvian national awakening, Vladlens Dozorcevs, 
 Marina Kosteņecka, and a number of other Russian writers joined Latvian authors in 
actively supporting the restoration of an independent Latvian state.

Roalds Dobrovenskis has always stressed his close relationship with Latvia. His 
extensive biographical novel Rainis and his Brothers139 was first published in Latvian 
(1999), as was his historical novel Magnus, a Danish Prince: a Chronicle (2004).140 The 
third book of poetry by Ludmila Azarova, With a Strong Latvian Accent (1974), bore a 
symbolic message.141 Her poems contain powerful Latvian cultural and historical mo-
tifs; there are picturesque accounts of the history and contemporary life of Riga. 
L.  Azarova translated works by Rainis, Aleksandrs Čaks, Imants Ziedonis, Uldis 
Bērziņš, Knuts Skujenieks, and other Latvian authors into Russian, and was devoted to 
nurturing the literary legacy of her husband, Latvian poet Ojārs Vācietis. The author 
and translator Irina Auziņa (Cigaļska) compiled and edited the collection Rizhskii al-
manakh (Riga Almanac), which covers prose, poetry, political essays, translations, lite-
rary criticism, memoirs, and collections of documents.142

The Russian language journal Daugava (1977–2008) was devoted to literature and 
art and occupied an important niche in the culture of Latvia over three decades.143 It 
published the literary works of Russians living in Latvia and articles about Russian 
culture and history. At its peak in the 1980s, it was published in 16 000 copies. 

After the restoration of Latvian independence, Russian literary life in Latvia has 
become more diverse, and more authors are active today. Members of the older and 
middle generation of writers and translators are members of the Latvian Union of 

136 This criterion does not exclude taking pride in the achevements of their ethnic compatriots even when their 
original works appeared in Russian or Latvian. For example, the book Distinguished Jewish Personalities of 
Latvia, which appeared in 2003 in Latvian, Russian and English, mentions Gunārs Cīrulis (real name, Ga-
briels Civjans), Anatols Imermans, and other writers. (Izcilas ebreju personības Latvijā. Text by G. Smirins; 
project leader P. Apinis. Rīga: Nacionālais apgāds, 2003, 59., 79. lpp.).

137 Bērsons, I. Padomju Latvijas rakstnieki. Rīga: Liesma, 1976, 581.–631. lpp.
138 Mark Razumny, who published his works in Yiddish in pre-war Latvia as well as during the Soviet period. 
139 Dobrovenskis, R. Rainis un viņa brāļi: viena dzejnieka septiņas dzīves. 3rd ed. [Translated from the Russian by 

V. Eisule]. Rīga: Jumava, 2015; Добровенский, Р. Райнис и его братья: семь жизней одного поэта: роман. 
2-е изд. Рига: Jumava, 2015.

140 Dobrovenskis, R. Magnus, dāņu princis: hronika. [Translated from the Russian by T. Rullis]. Rīga: Jumava, 
2004.

141 Азарова, Л. Сильный латышский акцент. Рига: Лиесма, 1974.
142 Рижский альманах:  проза, поэзия, воспоминания, русский архив: [сборник], кн.  1–5. Рига: Артава, 

1992–1998; Рижский альманах: проза, поэзия, публитистика, обзоры, переводы, критика: [сборник], 
кн. 1(6)–6(11). Рига: Лорк, 2011–2015.

143 Роспись журнала “Даугава” за 30 лет: 1977–2006. Ракитянский, А., Гехт, Б., Авдонина, В. (cост.). Рига: 
Дау гава, 2007.
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Writers (in 2015 these numbered 17144). Several of these writers 
publish regularly in Latvia (Sergejs Žuravļovs, Sergejs Moreino, 
a.o.), while the Ukrainian poet and philologist Yurii Sadlovskyi has 
published a collection of his poems in Ukraine, as well as a selec-
tion of Latvian folk songs and the poetry of A. Čaks translated into 
 Ukrainian.145

There are also sovereign groups of Russian writers today. In 
1999, poet Sergejs Timofejevs together with like-minded colleagues 
established the multi-media poetry project “Orbit”. The almanac 
Orbita has included creative works in various formats by members 
of the association, such as translations of Latvian and other poetry, 
photographs and other visual art works and music on CDs. In 2014, 
“Orbit” began to publish a new yearbook, Talka (Community 
Work),146 which is a compilation of texts, photographs and repro-
ductions of original art works by Latvians and Russians living in 
Latvia, as well as by foreigners.

The bilingual collections of poetry compiled and published by 
“Orbit” promote inter-cultural dialogue;147 and they have found a place in the world of 
literature in Latvia,148 as well as abroad149; some of the poetry translators for these year-
books are recognised contemporary Latvian poets. A collection of bilingual short sto-
ries has been published, consisting of pieces written in Russian and translated into 
Latvian; in some instances the authors wrote both versions.150

Aleksandrs Zapoļs has compiled a unique anthology of poetry written in Russian 
by Latvian poets.151 In 2008, “Orbit” published a compilation of more than 500 pages 
of contemporary poetry by 17 Russian authors living in Latvia.152 A well-thought out 

144 Latvijas Rakstnieku savienības biedru saraksts. Accessible at: http://www.rakstnieciba.lv/biedri.html (site 
last visited 06.04.2016).

145 Дайни: латиські народні пісні. Упорядкував і переклав з латиської Ю.  Садловський. Львів: 
Астролябія, 2011; Чакс, А. Серце на тротуарі: поезії у супроводі картин Карліса Падеґса. Переклав з 
латиської і упорядкував Ю. Садловський. Львів: Астролябія, 2012.

146 Талка: годовое издание  = Talka: gadagrāmata = Talka: yearbook. [Riga]: Орбита, 2014.
147 Тимофеев С. Почти фотографии = S. Timofejevs. Gandrīz fotogrāfijas. Atdzej. A. Akmentiņš. Rīga: 

Orbīta; Atēna, 2003; Тимофеев С. = S. Timofejevs. Stereo. Atdzej. A. Akmentiņš u.c. Rīga: Orbīta, 2012; 
Глазова Е. Трансферы = J. Glazova. Transfēri. Atdzej. S. Kuzmins un T. Treibergs. Rīga: Orbīta, 2013; 
Уаллик Ж. Вижу, слышу, молчу. = Ž. Uaļļiks. Redzu, dzirdu, klusēju. Atdzej. P. Draguns. Rīga: Orbīta, 2013; 
Ханин С. Вплавь = S. Haņins. Peldus [atdzej. P. Draguns u.c.]. [Rīga]: Орбита, 2013. Сумароков Д. = D. 
Sumarokovs. Café Europe [atdzej. A. Ostups un A. Viguls]. Рига: Орбита, 2014; Ленцой О. Подымается 
дышит... = O. Ļencojs. Pieceļas ieelpo... [atdzej. A. Ogriņš, M. Salējs]. Рига: Орбита, 2014.

148 In 2014, the bilingual collection of poems by Jeļena Glazova, and in 2015, that by Dmitri Sumarokov re-
ceived one of the Annual Latvian Literature Awards.

149 A book of poems by Semjons Haņins (real name Aleksandrs Zapoļs), Peldus (Swimming), was translated 
into Ukrainian, and was launched in 2015 at the 10th Lviv International Literary Festival; poets belonging to 
the text-group “Orbīta” read their works and put on a performance well-known in Latvia, “Slow Show FM”.

150 Проза  =  Prose. Заполь, А., Пунте, А., Тимофеев, С. [cост.] [ Рига]: Орбита, 2014. 
151 Latviešu/krievu dzeja = Латышская/русская поэзия. Zapoļs, A. (sast.). Rīga: Neputns, 2011.
152 Современная русская поэзия Латвии = Krievu mūsdienu dzeja Latvijā = Contemporary Russian Poetry in 

Latvia. 1985–2005: антология. Заполь, А., Пунте, А. (cост.). Рига: Орбита, 2008.

Fig. 21. The book Проза / 
Proza (2014) issued as part of 
a poetic multi-media project 
“Orbit”
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design characterises the publications issued by “Orbit”, and many of these have won 
awards at the Latvian Book Art Competition, “Zelta ābele” (The Golden Apple Tree). 
Musicians and literary members of this association take part in festivals, shows and 
creative workshops held in Latvia and internationally. Works by Russian poets living 
in Latvia have been published in Russia153 and Germany.154

S. Timofejevs has written that the development of Russian literature in Latvia is 
influenced by several factors:

First — an ability to reflect contemporary stylistic tendencies in their work; sec-
ond, the existence of contacts with the new generation of Latvian readers, for many of 
whom their knowledge of Russian is limited to a set of a few phrases necessary for 
everyday communication; and, third, the development of self-awareness within the 
Russian speaking community, which, at the moment, does not seem to take any par-
ticular interest in authors emerging from their midst.155

Books and periodicals in Russian are published in Latvia containing articles which 
are interesting from a cultural and historical stand point, for example essays by the 
journalist Iļja Dimenšteins156, visual materials and texts by Igors Gusevs157, in addition 
to the journal Klio158, devoted to Baltic culture and politics, of which he was the editor, 
and his biographies.159 The Society of Old Believers of Latvia has issued publications of 
cultural and historical importance,160 with unique cultural legacies also popularised by 
other societies of this religious denomination. 

153 Тимофеев, С. Синие маленькие гоночные автомашины: [сборник]. Москва: Новое литературное 
обозрение, 2011.

154 Worüber schweigen Freunde. Orbita. A.  Punte, S.  Hanin, S.  Timofejev ... [Auswahl und Übertr. aus dem 
Russ. von V. Hoffmann]. Berlin: Ed. Bodoni, 2012.

155 Timofejev, S. After “Rodnik”. A subjective retrosect. Современная русская поэзия Латвии = Krievu mūs-
dienu dzeja Latvijā = Contemporary Russian Poetry in Latvia. 1985–2005, p. 68; 

156 Дименштейн, И. Русская Рига: городовые и извозчики, рестораны и гостиные дворы, кинематографы 
и ярмарки, парки и памятники: [исторические очерки]. 2-е изд., доп. Рига: Holda, 2004; Димен-
штейн, И. Русская Рига-2: старожилы и заезжие знаменитости, советские высотки и царские покои, 
рижский “Бродвей” 1950-х и “чрево Риги” 1930-х, довоенные шарманщики и кондукторы. Рига: Holda, 
2010; Дименштейн, И. Rīgas kūrorts Vecāķi = Рижский курорт Вецаки. Rīga: Neputns, 2013.

157 Гусев, И. История Риги и окрестностей, т. 1–2. Рига: IK Zoriks, 2008–2010. 
158 Балтийский культурно-публицистический вестник Klio. Twenty-four issues have appeared between 

2002 and 2010.
159 Выдающиеся русские латвийцы: биографический справочник. Рига: IK Zoriks, 2008.
160 Pazuhina, N. Kulturpraktiken der russisch-orthodoxen Altgläubigen Lettlands: Erfahrungen von Stabilität und 

Wandel in priesterlosen Gemeinschaften (1920–1939 und 1991–2006). Saarbrücken: Südwestdeutscher Verlag 
für Hochschulschriften, 2009; Русские в Латвии. Из истории и культуры староверия. Вып. 1. История 
и современность. Русская община Латвии. Инфантьев, Б. Ф.  (науч. ред.); Иванов, И. И.  (отв. ред.). 
Рига, 1992; Вып. 2. История и современность. Центр гуманитарных исследований и просвещения 
“Веди”. Иванов, И. И. (ред.-сост.), Инфантьев, Б. Ф. (науч. ред.). Рига: Веди, 1997; Вып. 3. Из истории 
и культуры староверия. Старообрядческое общество Латвии; Фонд гуманитарных исследований 
и просвещения “Веди”. Иванов, И.  И.   (ред.-сост.), Инфантьев, Б. Ф. (науч. ред.). Рига: Веди, 2002; 
Староверие Латвии = Vecticība Latvijā = Old Believers in Latvia. Иванов, И.   (oтв. ред.-сост.). Рига: 
Старообрядческое общество Латвии, 2005; Рижские староверы = Rīgas vecticībnieki = The Old Believers 
of Riga. Pazuhina, N., Ivanovs, I. (comp.) [Рига]: Latvijas Vecticībnieku biedrība, 2010. Since 1999, there 
appears, interruptedly, also also the journal Поморский вестник. 
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On the initiative of the Riga Jewish Community161, a book about outstanding 
Jewish personalities in Latvia has been published in Latvian, Russian, and English.162 
Various aspects of Jewish culture, literature, history, and traditions have been pre-
sented at the international conferences “Jews in a Changing World”, which are held 
every second year by the Centre for Judaic Studies at the University of Latvia in co-
operation with the Council of Jewish Parishes and Communities of Latvia and other 
organisations, with the proceedings compiled in eight volumes.163 Illustrative mate-
rials have been published about Jewish cemeteries and synagogues in Latvia,164 and 
with assistance from the Jewish Community in Riga and the Museum “The Jews in 
Latvia” a compilation by Meijers Melers has been published (in Latvian and Russian) 
of the memorials erected in Latvia marking the eradication of Jewish communities 
during the Holocaust.165 Included in this were memories by Jewish survivors of the 
Holo caust, such as a diary kept during the war by the ceramics artist Elmārs Rivošs, 
conveying a simple message, both tragic and imbued with great artistic expression.166 
The memoirs of the astrophysicist, Edvards Anderss, active in public life in the USA, 
which have appeared in several languages in Latvia, have contributed to increasing 
appreciation of Jewish history.167 Books have also been published about Jewish tra-
ditions.168 

161 Sava krāsa varavīksnē: mūzika, māksla, arhitektūra, teātris, kino, lauskas.
162 Izcilas ebreju personības Latvijā. Tekstu aut. G. Smirins; proj. vad. P. Apinis. Rīga: Nacionālais apgāds, 2003; 

Выдающиеся евреи Латвии. Авт. текста Г. Смирин; рук. проекта П. Апинис. Riga: Nacionālais apgāds, 
2003; Outstanding Jewish Personalities in Latvia. Text author G. Smirins; project manager P. Apinis. Riga: 
Nacionālais apgāds, 2003.

163 Евреи в меняющемся мире: материалы ... международной конференции = Jews in a Changing World: 
international conference, I–VIII. Рига: Центр изучения иудаики Латвийского университета, 1996–
2015.

164 Latvija: sinagogas un rabīni 1918–1940 = Латвия: синагоги и раввины, 1918–1940 = Latvia: synagogues 
and rabbis, 1918–1940 [project leader M. Barkahans; text author and compiled by R. Bogdanova]. Riga: Riga 
and Latvian Jewish religious community “Shamir”, 2004; Synagogues of Latvia 1918–1940: [the complete set 
of cards]. Project leader Rabbi M. Barkahan, scientific editor G. Smirin. Riga: Šamir, 2005; Melers, M. Ebreju 
kapsētas Latvijā. Rīga: Ebreju reliģiskā draudze “Šamir”, 2006.

165 Мелер, М. Места нашей памяти: еврейские общины Латвии, уничтоженные в Холокосте. Рижская 
еврейская община, Музей “Евреи в Латвии”. Рига: [Рижская еврейская община], 2010; Melers, M. 
Latvijas ebreju kopienas vēsture un holokausta piemiņas vietas. [Translated from the Russian by I.  Runce, 
I. Buša]. Riga Jewish Community, museum “Jews in Latvia”, Institute of Philosophy and Sociology, Univer-
sity of Latvia, 2013.

166 Ривош, Э. Записки. Подготовка текста, составление, предисловие и комментарии Г. Смирина. Рига: 
Рижская еврейская община, 2006; Rivošs, E. Piezīmes. Tekstu sagatavojis, sastādījis, priekšv., koment aut. 
G. Smirins. [Translated from Russian by R. Kaže.] Rīga, 2006; Бергман, А. Записки недочеловека. Рига: 
Авт. изд., 2005; Bergmanis, A. Zemcilvēka piezīmes. [Translated from Russian by M. Naruka.] Rīga: Latvijas 
Ebreju draudžu un kopienu padome, 2011.

167 Anders, E.  Amidst Latvians during the Holocaust.  Riga: Occupation Museum Association of Latvia, 2010; 
Anders E.  Latviešu vidū holokausta laikā. [Translated from the English language by P.  Bolšaitis; After-
word by J.  Stradiņš.] [Rīga]: Jumava, 2011; Андерс, Э. Среди латышей во время Холокоста. Перевод 
с латышск. яз. И.  Иванчиковой; предисловие Я.  Страдиня. Рига: Jumava, 2011. See also: Anders E., 
Dubrovskis J. Jews in Liepāja, Latvia: 1941–45: a memorial book. Burlingame, Calif.: Anders Press, 2001.

168 Ebreju tradīcija. Riga: Šamir, 2006; Тейглах, креплах, айнгемахтс: рецепты еврейской кухни. Раввин М. 
Баркаган (cост.). Рига: Еврейская религиозная община “Шамир”, 2009; Teiglahs, kreplahs, aingemahts: 
ebreju virtuves receptes. Barkahans, M. (sast.). Rīga: Ebreju reliģiskā draudze “Šamir”, 2012.
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The German Union in Latvia has published two books in Latvian and German 
about German culture in Latvia.169 Articles about Polish education issues and culture 
in Latvia are published in Latvia in the journal Polak na Łotwie (A Pole in Latvia), 
which began to appear in 1991.170 

Music and the visual arts
Today many creative individuals are active in building upon past achievements 

and developing, as part of the national cultural values of Latvia, additional contribu-
tions to the fields of professional music, performing arts, visual arts, and cinema. In 
the wider world, their achievements are associated with Latvia, independent of their 
ethnic origin171, and in this way, they have played a significant role in the development 
of our culture. As former State President Vaira Vīķe-Freiberga has written that “com-
plete integration of individuals of different extraction has already been achieved in 
music and in the opera in Latvia, a process that is typical of culturally advanced coun-
tries, and Latvia can be proud of this”.172 

Latvia takes pride in the success of its artists at home and in the world. During 
Riga’s tenure in 2014 as the European Capital of Culture, one of the most emotional 
events of the culture programme which gained a wide resonance abroad was the con-
cert, “Born in Riga” which took place on 6 July in the centre of Riga, on an outdoor 
stage which was erected adjacent to the Riga Opera building. Participants in this con-
cert included opera soloists Inese Galante and Aleksandrs Antoņenko, cellist Mischa 
Maisky, accordion player Ksenija Sidorova-Arizaga, currently living in London and 
whose concerts have attracted praise from critics and audiences, as well as the extra-
ordinarily gifted ten-year old violinist Daņiils Bulajevs. 

A theatrical monologue by the world-famous ballet star, Emmy Award-winning 
Mikhail Baryshnikov, Brodsky/Baryshnikov was performed in 2015 at the Riga New 
Theatre and was a landmark event in the cultural life of Latvia. M. Barishnikov studied 
at the Riga Choreography Secondary School before defecting to the West during a tour 
by the Moscow Bolshoi Theatre , and to the USA in 1974; he has visited the city of his 
birth several times after the restoration of Latvia’s independence. In 1997, he gave a 
charity concert in Riga together with the Mark Morris dance company “White Oak 
Dance Project”, and in the spring of 2006 an exhibition of his photographs, “A Moment 

169 Vācu kultūra Latvijā: ieskats vācu-latviešu novadu kultūras un vācu biedrību vēsturē = Deutsche Kultur in 
Lettland: Einblick in die Geschichte der deutsch-lettischen Regionskulturen und die deutsche Vereinsgeschichte. 
Dribins, L. (scientific ed.). Rīga: [Latvijas Vācu savienība], 2009; Vācu arhitekti Latvijā: Vācu kultūra 
Latvijā = Deutsche Architekten in Lettland: Deutsche Kultur in Lettland. Rīga: Latvijas Vācu savienība, 2013.

170 Polak na Łotwie: dwumiesięcznik Związku Polaków na Łotwie. Mihals Bartuševičs was a long-serving editor, 
presently the position is occupied by Romualds Ļebedeks. 

171 Today, in contrast to the situation during the 1920s and 1930s (also during the Soviet period), an individual’s 
ethnic origin is considered a private matter. Furthermore, one has to take into consideration the diverse eth-
nic origin of the population of Latvia, that children of marriages between persons of different ethnicity may 
identify themselves with several cultures. For example, world-famous violinist Gidon Kremer has written in 
his memoirs: “Occasionally it happens that even today I ask myself: what am I really — a Latvian, a Russian, 
a Jew, a German or a Swede?” (Krēmers, G. Ceļā. [Translated from the German and Russian languages by 
I. Zemzaris]. Rīga: Neputns, 2007, 41. lpp.

172 Vīķe-Freiberga, V. Kultūra un latvietība. Rīga: Karogs, 2010, 110. lpp.
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in Time”, was hosted by the 
Latvian National Opera Com-
pany. The director Alvis Her-
manis, who is renowned for his 
work in Europe with theatres 
and opera companies, offered 
an original opportunity for 
M.  Baryshnikov to return to 
the stage in Riga to rediscover 
his friend, the Nobel laureate 
Joseph Brodsky. The show 
earned unprecedented audi-
ence responses in Riga, and the 
performance has been success-
fully repeated in New York, Tel 
Aviv, and elsewhere. M.  Ba-
rysh nikov has granted many interviews during his visits to Riga, in which he has em-
phasised that he sees himself as a citizen of the world and a Russian from Latvia.173

Soloists whose creative life has run its course in Riga, as well as those who are cur-
rently engaged abroad, have helped raise the reputation of the Latvian National Opera 
Company. These singers include the tenor Aleksandrs Antoņenko, baritones Vladimirs 
Okuņs, Samsons Izjumovs, and Aleksandrs Poļakovs, and bass singers Aleksandrs 
Daškovs, Gurijs Antipovs, Nikolajs Goršeņins, and Romāns Poļisadovs.

Ballet stars of the Latvian National Opera Company have earned recognition both 
at home and during tours abroad. The artistic achievements of Helēna Tangijeva-
Birzniece have been included in the Latvian Cultural Canon.174 Jūlija Gurviča, Genādijs 
Gorbaņovs, and Vladimirs Cukanovs have been awarded the Helēna Tangijeva-Bir-
zniece Prize. The high reputation of the Riga Choreography Secondary School is re-
lated to work by the teacher Valentīns Bļinovs and others.

The development of contemporary dance in Latvia is associated with the creative 
achievements of Olga Žitluhina, a professor at the Latvian Culture Academy, and her 
students. The International Contemporary Dance Festival “Laiks dejot” (Time to 
Dance) which she founded and leads is a significant cultural event in Latvia, attracting 
choreographers and other interested participants from 20 countries.175

173 Interview, Esi labs, mjau. Ar Mihailu Barišņikovu sarunājas Uldis Tīrons. Rīgas Laiks, Nr. 10, 2015, 53., 
55. lpp.

174 Latvian Cultural Canon. Helēna Tangijeva-Birzniece’s contribution to Latvian ballet. Accessible at: http://
kulturaskanons.lv/en/1/6/234/ (site last visited 06.04.2016). A historian of the ballet wrote about her enter-
ing the ballet toupe of the Latvian National Opera Company as follows: “In 1927 the talented ballerina and 
instructor Helēna Tangijeva-Birzniece arrived from Leningrad, who had luckily married a Latvian diplomat. 
The granddaughter of an Armenian nobleman and the great granddaughter of Avdotja Panajeva, who was a 
contemporary of Pushkin, Latvia became her second native land. (Tivums, E. The ballet in the mirror of the 
White house. Latvijas Nacionālā opera = Latvian National Opera. Rīga: Mantojums; Jumava, 2000, p. 265).

175 International Contemporary Dance Festival LAIKS DEJOT. Festivāli Rīgā 2015. Rīga: Rīgas domes izglītības, 
kultūras un sporta departaments, [2015], 30. lpp.

Fig. 22. Riga, European Capital of Culture in 2014. A concert featuring 
world music stars, 6 July 2014, “Born in Riga” (“Dzimuši Rīgā”), 
performed on the Opera Square in Riga. Photograph by Mārtiņš Otto 
(Riga 2014).
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The composer and musicologist Maksis 
Goldins, who graduated in 1939 from the 
 Latvian Conservatory from the composition 
class given by the distinguished Latvian com-
poser Professor Jāzeps Vītols, and who himself 
was for many years a professor at this institu-
tion, has achieved much in maintaining and 
popularising Jewish musical heritage (with 
50 personal concerts in Riga, Odessa, St Peters-
burg, Vilnius, and other cities, as well as 
through LP records and compact discs176). The 
conductor and composer Mendelis Bašs, also a 
student of J. Vītols, conducted the Brass Band 
Riga, for 20 years, and also developed a meth-
odology for such work.177 His oratorio, In 
Memory of the Riga Ghetto, has been performed 
many times by the Latvian Symphony Orches-
tra, together with the State Academic Choir 
Latvija and solo singers, conducted by Arkady 
Leytush (USA). The violinist and conductor 

Tovijs Lifšics, was associated for nearly one-third of a century with the Latvian Phil-
harmonic Chamber Orchestra, and in 2011 he was awarded the Grand Music Medal 
for his lifetime contribution. 

The violinist and composer Joachim Braun contributed significantly to the ad-
vancement of musicology in Latvia. From 1972 onwards, he has lived in Israel,178 as has 
Lija Krasinska, a long-standing Professor at the Latvian State Conservatory.

Latvia is associated around the world with the achievements of the cellist Mischa 
Maisky who finished the Riga Emīls Dārziņš Music Secondary School in 1962, as well 
as  violinist Gidon Kremer, who graduated from the same school in 1965.  Ingrīda 
Zemzare, a musicologist and director of the chamber orchestra KREMERata Baltica  
has written about the family antecedents of G. Kremer as follows:

Professor Karl Brückner 179, born in Sweden and educated in Germany, who found 
refuge in Latvia, is buried in the Riga Forest Cemetery (Meža kapi) amongst the mon-
uments to distinguished persons buried there. The pre-war generation happily danced 
to the melodies of the salon orchestra conducted by Markus Kremer, the father of 
Gidon Kremer, while Marianne Kremer played all her life in the Symphony Orchestra 
of Latvian Radio. Gidon Kremer, their son, became a citizen of the world and after 

176 See, for example: 18 Jewish Folk songs for Soprano, Violin and Piano. Inese Galante, Jānis Bulavs, Vladimirs 
Hohlovs, Imants Zemzaris. Wilmslow [England]: Campion Records, 1996.

177 Marnauza, M., Bašs, M. Diriģēšanas metodoloģija. Rīga: Zinātne, 2012.
178 See: Boiko, M. Joahims Brauns latviešu muzikoloģijā. Brauns, J. Raksti: mūzika Latvijā. Rīga: Musica Baltica, 

2002, XLII–LXVII lpp.
179 Karl Brückner (1893–1963), a violinist and grandfather of G. Kremer, lived in Riga from 1945 onwards, and 

taught at the Latvian State Conservatory.

Fig. 23. Opera soloist Inese Galante on the occasion 
of a performance of the oratorio, “In Memory of the 
Riga Ghetto”, by Mendelis Bašs, in the concert hall 
“Lielā Ģilde”, Riga, December 2013 (Portal “Ebreju 
kultūra Latvijā” (Jewish culture in Latvia). Accessible 
at: https://ebrejukultura.files.wordpress.com/ 2014/03/
inese-2.jpg)
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30  years’ absence returned to Latvia to encourage 
our young musicians not to shy away from setting 
themselves the highest possible musical goals.180 

The Osokin family’s achievement, both crea-
tively and in concert performances, are today highly 
visible in the musical life of Latvia. Sergejs Osokins, 
a graduate of the Emīls Dārziņš Riga Music Second-
ary School and a winner at international competi-
tions for piano players, is a professor at the Latvian 
Music Academy: both of his sons, Andrejs and 
Georgijs, have also studied under their father, and 
they have been successful at international competi-
tions for piano players.181 Their solo albums and 
concerts, especially when all members of the family 
play, are unforgettable examples of piano art.

As with music and the theatre, graduates of the 
Latvian Academy of Art do not represent their ethnic cultural origin, rather the na-
tional school of Latvia in painting, graphics, sculpture, or ceramics. At the same 
time, the national minorities are proud of the creative work of their ethnic compa-
triots. For example, an exhibition of the work of Josifs Elgurts was held in honour of 
the 450th anniversary of the Jewish Community in Latvia. The sculptor Gļebs 
Panteļejevs has enriched the urban environment of Riga with the commemorative 
plaque “Black Doorstep” (2003) in memory of victims of the Soviet security services, 
and “Against the tide” (2006), a monument to Colonel Oskars Kalpaks. Herberts 
Dubins has pioneered studies of design problems in Latvia, while the designer 
Sergejs Davidovs together with colleagues has initiated artistic installations and 
other public events. 

Individuals who have played an important role in organising the cultural life of 
their ethnic compatriots include Kārlis Rudēvičs, who provided illustrations for the 
ABC of the Gypsy (Roma) language;182 Vjačeslavs Telešs (also Vjačka Ceļešs), who 
founded the association of Belarusian artists Maju gonar (My Honour); and graphics 
artist Georgs Krutojs, who worked for more than 30 years at the publishing house 
Zinātne where he was responsible for finishing more than 1000 books of various types 
and styles, and is active in the Ukrainian Culture Society and the Ukrainian Popular 
Theatre.

180 Krēmers, G. Ceļā. Rīga: Neputns, 2007, 4th cover. The Chamber Music Orchestra, “KREMERata Baltica”, 
joining young musicians from Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania, has demonstrated its skills in Latvia and on 
the world stage, where it has played at many famous concert halls, participated in prestigious festivals, and 
was awarded in 2002 the highest music prize, a Grammy Award.

181 See: Professor Sergejs Osokins. Accessible at: http://www.jvlma.lv/english/readers/4023.html (site last vis-
ited 06.04.2016); Андрей Осокин, Accessible at: http://www.russkije.lv/ru/lib/read/a-osokin.html (site last 
visited 06.04.2016); in 2015, G. Osokin was awarded a diploma for participation at the legendary Frédéric 
Chopin competition in Warsaw. 

182 Romani čhib ābeca: eksperimentāls mācību līdzeklis. Rīga: Sprīdītis, 1996.

Fig. 24. The artist Vjačeslavs Telešs (website of 
LNKBA, accessible at http://lnkba.wordpress.
com/faces/ vjaceslavs-teless/)

Leo Dribins, Juris Goldmanis    NATIONAL MINORITY CULTURES IN LATVIA
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Individuals in Latvia associated with cinema come from 
 diverse backgrounds, particularly as regards documentary films. 
When the film critic Ābrams Kleckins wrote some time ago 
about the role played by Jews in Latvian cinematography, he de-
scribed one individual as “a Latvian director of Jewish origin”.183 
This referred to Hercs Franks, whose documentary Older than 
Ten Minutes (1978) has been included in the Latvian Culture 
Canon as an outstanding example of the poetic Riga school of 
documentary cinema. He has regularly participated in film festi-
vals as a jury member even leaving for Israel in 1992; lecturing 
at cinema schools in Russia, Germany, Italy, as well as at the Lat-
vian Culture Academy (honorary Professor as of 2011), he has 
stated that his real life is the cinema and is independent of where 
he lives physically, be it in Latvia or in Israel.184 Films by 
Jevgeņijs Paškēvičs, Vladimirs Ļeščovs, Aiks Karapetjans, and 
others have earned re cog nition for contemporary cinematic art 
in Latvia.

The discourse about memory, culture and understanding of 
the history of Jews in Latvia has been assisted by cinema and thea-
tre researcher Valentīna Freimane’s recent book about life in Lat-
via during the 1920s and 1930s and during the Holocaust.185 Her 
account inspired the composer Arturs Maskats to write an opera 

Valentīna, which was performed, in May 2015, by Latvian National Opera artists also 
at the Deutsche Oper Berlin.

Conclusions

The historical minorities of Latvia took advantage of the cultural autonomy op-
portunities afforded over the period 1918–1940 to establish many associations, organi-
sations and societies to promote their ethnocultural identity. Theatre and other cultural 
manifestations by minorities introduced unique features to the overall cultural life of 
the Republic of Latvia. The historical minorities of Latvia — Russians, Jews, Baltic 
Germans, Poles, Lithuanians, and Belarusians  — were and remained fundamentally 
distinct in terms of culture, religion, and language.

As an environment supportive of the renewal of the cultural life of national mi-
norities emerged during the late 1980s and early 1990s alongside the national awaken-

183 Kļockins, Ā. Kino. Sava krāsa varavīksnē: mūzika, māksla, arhitektūra, teātris, kino, lauskas, 160–185. lpp.
184 Franks, H. Uz sliekšņa atskaties: dažādu gadu publikācijas. [Translated from Russian by K.  Matīsa.] Rīga: 

Mansards, 2011, 494. lpp.
185 Freimane, V. Ardievu, Atlantīda! Rīga: Atēna, 2010 (also published in German, Russian and Lithuanian: 

Фреймане, В. Прощай, Атлантида! [перевод с латышск. Э. Гурвич]. Рига: Atēna, 2012; Freimane, V. 
Adieu, Atlantis: Erinnerungen. [aus dem Lettischen von M. Knoll]. Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2015; Frei-
mane, V. Sudiev, Atlantida! [iš latvių kalbos vertė J. Banevičius]. Vilnius: Versmė, 2015).

Fig. 25. The book Adieu, 
Atlantis: Erinnerungen, by 
Valentīna Freimane, published 
in Germany (2015) 
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ing of the Latvian people, cultural associations were re-established. Today members of 
various national minority peoples living in Latvia have greatly contributed to the de-
velopment and international representation of the cultural achievements of Latvia in 
the performing arts, visual and digital art, literature and other fields.

The Russian language has continued to be important for minorities even after the 
restoration of Latvia’s independence. Nevertheless, national cultural associations, 
choirs, vocal groups, theatre troupes, orchestras, and other forms of creative expres-
sion not only preserve and develop the traditional cultural values of minorities which 
have long co-existed in the territory of Latvia in the 21st century, they also promote in-
ter-cultural dialogue and the integration of non-Latvians into the culture of the nation-
state. 

When examined in a historical light, German, Russian, Jewish, and Polish minori-
ties have been the most visible and substantial contributors to cultural life in Latvia, 
with the Lithuanian, Belarusian and other minorities playing a visible role as well.

Cultural activities by national minorities contribute to a uniquely diverse multi-
cultural environment. Furthermore, creative interactions provide a positive stimulus 
for the development of Latvian culture and enrich our culture space.
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
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USA – United States of America
USSR – Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
VAK – Environment Protection Club (Vides aizsardzības klubs)
VARAM – Ministry for the Environmental Protection and Regional Development (Vides aiz-

sardzības un reģionālās attīstības ministrija)
VEF – State Electrotechnical Factory (Valsts elektrotehniskā fabrika) 
VIRAC – Ventspils International Radio Astronomy Centre
VL – “All For Latvia!” (“Visu Latvijai!”)
VSGK – All-Latvia Committee for Public Salvation (Vislatvijas sabiedrības glābšanas komi-

teja)
YMCA – Young Men’s Christian Association 
WIPO – World Intellectual Property Organization
WFFL – World Federation of Free Latvians (Pasaules brīvo latviešu apvienība, PBLA)
WTA – Women’s Tennis Association
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A
Ābele Ādolfs (1889–1967) – Latvian composer, conductor, organist, pedagogue 532, 539, 573
Ābele Alma (1907–1984) – Latvian  actress 612
Ābele Inga (b. 1973) – Latvian writer 506, 507
Ābele Kristiāna (b. 1972) – Latvian art scholar 670
Abizovs Jurijs (Юрий Иванович Абызов, 1921–2006) – translator, bibliographer, President of the 

Society of Russian Culture of Latvia 468, 859, 860
Āboliņa Līga (b. 1976) – Latvian lawyer, demographer 208
Āboliņš Gundars (b. 1960) – Latvian  actor 626
Āboliņš Leons (1895–1974) – Latvian  biologist, zoologist 333
Ābols Armands (b. 1973) – Latvian pianist, pedagogue 552
Ābols Ojārs (1922–1983) – Latvian painter, art theoretician 677
Abramiss Ābrams (1873–1941) – conductor 850
Adam Adolphe Charles (1803–1856) – French composer, music critic 597
Adam of Bremen (a.k.a. Adam von Bremen, Adamus Bremensis, ? – before 1085) – chronicler, canon 

of Bremen Church 722
Ādamsons Kaspars (b. 1985) – Latvian choir conductor 589, 590, 591
Adelheim Roman August (Romāns Augusts Adelheims, 1881–1938) – physician, pathologist of Baltic 

German extraction 331
Adolphi Heinrich (Heinrihs Ādolfijs, 1622–1686) – Lutheran clergyman of German extraction, lin-

guist, translator 246
Adomanis Mark (Marks Adomaniss)1 – economist, demographer, journalist 174
Ahrens Marlene (b. 1933) – Chilean athlete (javelin throw) 762
Aizpuriete Amanda (b. 1956) – Latvian poetess, translator 514
Akmentiņa Dace (born Doroteja Šteinberga, 1858–1936) – Latvian actress 600, 601, 602
Akmentiņš Roberts (1910–1994) – Latvian Lutheran clergyman, pedagogue 466
Akuraters Jānis (1876–1937) – Latvian poet, writer, politician, culture figure 139, 447, 496, 731, 833
Albee Edward (1928–2016) – American writer, playwright 868
Albert (a.k.a. Albert von Buxhoevden, ca 1165–1229) – bishop, founder of Riga city 722
Aldridge Ira (1807–1867) – American actor 597
Aleichem Sholem (born Solomon Rabinovich, 1859–1916) – Yiddish writer 610, 617, 851
Aleksandrov Vladimir (Владимир Петрович Александров, b. 1958) – Russian bobsledder 722
Alexander I, see Romanov Alexander I 
Alexander II, see Romanov Alexander II
Alexandrovich Mikhail (Mihails Aleksandrovičs, Михаил Давидович Александрович, 1914–2002) – 

singer of Jewish extraction 865

1 Here henceforth no biographical data are give for persons who were born (or were active) during the 20th 
century, about whom no precise information was found. 
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Alksnis Arnolds (1932–2004) – Latvian chemist, polymer expert, inventor 337
Alksnis Arvīds (b. 1971) – Latvian multi-media artist 684
Alksnis Jānis (1869–1939) – Latvian architect 707, 712
Alksnis Jēkabs (1870–1957) – Latvian physician, surgeon, public figure 327
Alksnis Viktors (b. 1950) – USSR military of Latvian extraction (Air Force colonel), deputy of the 

Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia and  Russian State Duma 88
Altbergs Vilhelms Voldemārs (a.k.a. Vilis Altbergs, 1877–1941) – Latvian physicist, hydrologist 326
Alunāns Ādolfs (1848–1912) – Latvian playwright, actor, director 488, 595, 598, 599, 600, 627
Alunāns Juris (a.k.a. Gustavs Georgs Frīdrihs Alunāns, 1832–1864) – Latvian philologist, poet, 

renderer of verse, publicist, participant of New Latvian movement 10, 120, 248, 326, 327, 470, 
488, 489, 493

Amantova Ingrīda (b. 1960) – Latvian luge driver, coach 770
Ambainis Andris (b. 1975) – Latvian mathematician, computer scientist 348, 349
Amsler Hans Caesar (1881–1965) – Swiss pharmacologist  331
Amtmanis-Briedītis Alfreds (born Alfreds Amtmanis, 1885–1966) – Latvian actor, director 606, 610, 

616
Ancītis Valdemārs (1921–2006) – Latvian literature historian, publicist, critic 487
Andersons Eduards (1914–1985) – Latvian basketball player 756
Anderss Edvards (Edward Anders, b. 1926) – astrophysicist of Jewish extraction, public figure 875
Andreiko Andris (1942–1976) – Latvian draughts-player 766
Andreyev Leonid (Лeoнид Николаевич Aндpeeв, 1871–1919) – Russian writer, playwright 604
Andreyeva Maria (Мapия Aндpeeвa, 1868–1953) – Russian actress 603
Andrikienė Laima Liucija (b. 1958) – Lithuanian politician, member of the Lithuanian Supreme 

Council and Seimas, Minister of European Affairs of the Republic of Lithuania, member of 
European Parliament 412

Andriksons Jānis (1912–1967) – Latvian speed skater 756, 757
Andrušaitis Gunārs (1930–2013) – Latvian biologist 339
Andruškevičs Eduards (b. 1956) – Latvian weight lifter, coach 781
Ankrava Sigma (b. 1951) – Latvian specialist in literature, translator 721
Annuss Augusts (1893–1984) – Latvian painter 676
Anouilh Jean Marie Lucien Pierre (1910–1987) – French playwright 618, 626
Antipovs Gurijs (Гурий Владимирович Антипов, 1935–1999) – singer, pedagogue 877
Antoine André (1858–1943) – French director, actor, critic 607
Antoine Matthew (b. 1985) – American skeletonist 785
Antoņenko Aleksandrs (b. 1975) – singer 463, 558, 559, 876, 877
Antonioni Michelangelo (1912–2007) – Italian film director, script writer, writer 686
Anufrijevs Aleksejs (1911–1945) – basketball player 756
Apaļais Ēriks (b. 1981) – Latvian painter 685
Apals Jānis (1930–2011) – Latvian archaeologist, historian 341
Aperāne Dace (a.k.a. Štauvere-Aperāne, b. 1953) – Latvian composer, public figure 540
Apkalna Iveta (b. 1976) – Latvian organist 554
Apkalns Longīns (1923–1999) – Latvian composer, music critic, publicist 540
Apšenieks Fricis (1894–1941) – Latvian chess-player 754
Apsīte-Beriņa Elīna (b. 1982) – Latvian geographer 208
Arājs Andrejs (1920–2001) – Latvian Baptist parson, writer 499
Arājs Kārlis (1929–2001) – Latvian folklorist 354
Arbatova Mia (nee Hirshwald, 1911–1990) – ballerina, ballet pedagogue in Latvia and Israel 849
Arbenin Dmitry (born Dmitry Vinokurov, Дмитрий Арбенин, 1876–1955) – Russian actor, singer, 

director 532
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Arbusow Leonid Hans Nikolaus, jun. (Leonīds Hanss Nikolauss Arbuzovs, jun., 1882–1951) – Baltic 
German historian 331

Arbuzov Aleksei (Алексей Николаевич Арбузов, 1908–1986) – Russian playwright 623
Ārends Pēteris (1900–1960) – Latvian architect 717
Ārgalis Māris (1954–2008) – Latvian graphic artist 668
Arhipovs Mihails (b. 1984) – bobsleighist (pusher, pilot), coach 782
Āriņš Eižens (1911–1987) – Latvian mathematician, computer scientist 338
Āriņš Leonīds (1907–1991) – Latvian painter, pedagogue 673
Āriņš Jēkabs, see Duburs Jēkabs
Aristotle (Ἀριστοτέλης, Aristotelēs, 384–322 BC) – Ancient Greek philosopher 811
Arnicāne Arta (b. 1982) – Latvian pianist 553
Arnim Ahim von (Carl Joachim Friedrich Ludwig von Arnim, 1781–1831) – German writer 827
Arnold Engelbert (1856–1911) – Swiss and German electrical engineering specialist 325
Arrhenius Svante August (1859–1927) – Swedish physicist, chemist, the Nobel Prize laureate  324, 325
Artmane Vija (nee Alīda Artmane, 1929–2008) – Latvian actress 649, 650
Artums Ansis (1908–1997) – Latvian painter  455 
Asars Jānis (1877–1908) – Latvian literature and art critic, publicist 715
Asch Sholem (1880–1957) – Jewish writer 851
Aschenkampff Alfred (Alfrēds Ašenkampfs, 1858–1914) – architect of Baltic German extraction 714
Aspazija (born Elza Rozenberga, m. Elza Pliekšāne, 1865–1943) – Latvian poetess, playwright, 

member of the Constitutional Assembly  20, 447, 488, 496, 497, 506, 507, 601–603, 605, 612, 868
Astahovska Ieva (b. 1979) – Latvian art scholar, curator 684
Auers Daunis (b. 1969) – Latvian politologist, pedagogue 402
Auns Muntis (b. 1955) – Latvian historian 16, 480
Austen Jane (1775–1817) – English writer 46
Austers Aldis (b. 1973) – Latvian engineer economist, financier 195
Austriņš Antons (1884–1934) – Latvian writer 496
Auškāps Jūlijs (1884–1942) – Latvian chemist technologist, Rector of University of Latvia, Minister of 

Education 326, 331
Auškāps Kārlis (1947–2017) – Latvian actor, director 625
Auziņa Irina, see Cigaļska Irina
Auziņš Mārcis (b. 1956) – Latvian physicist, Rector of the University of Latvia 350, 351, 355
Avens Harijs (1910–1976) – Latvian actor 613
Avotiņa Lāsma (b. Kauniste, 1942) – Latvian speed skater, coach 766, 767
Avotiņš Jānis (b. 1981) – Latvian painter 685
Avotiņš Viktors (b. 1947) – Latvian journalist, publicist, poet, deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the 

USSR 64
Azarova Ludmila (a.k.a. Ludmila Vāciete, 1935–2012) – poetess, translator 872

B
Babel Isaac (Исаак Эммануилович Бабель, 1894–1940) – Russian writer of Jewish extraction, 

playwright 868
Bach Johann Sebastian (1685–1750) – German composer, organist, pianist, violinist 809
Backman Gaston Victor (1883–1964) – Swedish anatomist, anthropologist 331
Bagi Ágnes – Hungarian economist 167
Baibusa-Zandberga Diāna (b. 1977) – Latvian pianist, musicologist 553
Bajarūnas Eitvydas (b. 1963) – Lithuanian diplomat, politician 413
Balabkins Nikolajs (b. 1926) – economist 344

INDEX OF PERSONS
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Balderis Helmūts (a.k.a. Balderis-Sildedzis, b. 1952) – Latvian hockey player, entrepreneur  770, 771, 
786

Baldunčiks Juris (b. 1950) – Latvian linguist, pedagogue 272
Balodis Dāvids (a.k.a. Dāvis Balodis, 1809–1864) – Latvian preacher of Brethren’s congregation, later 

Orthodox priest 728
Balodis Francis Aleksandrs (1882–1947) – Latvian archaeologist, Egyptologist 327, 331, 697
Balodis Kārlis (1864–1931) – Latvian economist, demographer, member of the Saeima 204, 205, 326, 

330, 332, 495
Balodis Kaspars (b. 1971) – Latvian lawyer, justice of the Constitutional Court 120
Balodis Uldis (a.k.a. Brother Dharmapāla, b. 1949) – Latvian Buddhist monk and teacher 748
Baltiņš Vilnis (b. 1942) – Latvian rower (kayaking), coach, President of Latvian Olympic Committee 

774
Balzac Honoré de (1799–1850) – French writer, playwright 46, 616
Bang Herman (1857–1912) – Danish writer 826
Bänziger Hans (1917–2005) – Swiss German specialist in literature, critic 821
Barabanov Nikolai (Николай Сергеевич Барабанов, 1890–1970) – Russian actor 609
Baranovskis Nikolajs (b. 1943) – economist, demographer 206
Bārda Fricis (1880–1919) – Latvian poet  494, 731
Barisons Pēteris (1904–1947) – Latvian composer, conductor, pedagogue 537, 573, 593
Bariss Mārtiņš (b. 1947) – Latvian worker, founder of “Helsinki 86” group 57
Barlow Anne – British/American curator  690
Barons Krišjānis (1835–1923) – Latvian folklorist, publicist, writer 248, 326, 328, 354, 469, 483–485, 

488, 494, 518
Bārs Oskars (1848–1914) – Latvian architect 712
Barševskis Arvīds (b. 1965) – Latvian biologist, Daugavpils University rector 350
Bartók Béla (1881–1945) – Hungarian composer, pianist 544, 579
Baryshnikov Mikhail (Михаил Николаевич Барышников, b. 1948) – American ballet-dancer of 

Russian extraction, choreographer, actor 876, 877
Bārzdiņš Jānis Visvaldis (b. 1937) – Latvian computer scientist 338
Bashevis Singer Isaac (1902–1991) – American writer of Jewish extraction, the Nobel Prize laureate 

625
Bašs Mendelis (1919–2012) – conductor, composer 878
Baštiks Viktors (1912–2001) – Latvian composer, choir conductor, organist 583
Bauls Ernests (1861–1953) – Latvian mason, carpenter, contractor, land surveyor 706
Baumane Signe (b. 1964) – Latvian animation film director, producer, artist 639, 640, 656,
Baumanis Jānis Frīdrihs (1834–1891) – Latvian architect 571, 707, 708, 712
Baumanis Valdemārs (1905–1992) – Latvian basketball player, coach, sport journalist 756
Baumann Joachim (a.k.a. Jukums Baumanis, 1712–1759) – Lutheran clergyman of Baltic German 

extraction, superintendent at super-consistory of Courland and Semigallia 726
Baumaņu Kārlis (Kārlis Baumanis, 1835–1905) – Latvian composer, man of letters 570, 593, 
Bebrišs Jūlijs (1931–1993) – Latvian actor, director 614
Beckett Samuel (1906–1989) – Irish writer, playwright, poet, the Nobel Prize laureate 621
Beitler Wilhelm Gottlieb Friedrich (1745–1811) – German mathematician, astronomer 321, 805
Beķere Kristīne (b. 1984) – Latvian historian 17
Beķers Mārtiņš (1928–2014) – Latvian biotechnologist, inventor 335, 337
Bellini Vincenzo Salvatore Carmelo Francesco (1801–1835) – Italian composer 597
Belmers Juris (b. 1940) – Latvian motorist 787
Beļavskis Leonīds (Леонид Савельевич Белявский, 1927–2011) – stage director 788
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Beļcova Aleksandra (Александра Митрофановна Бельцова, 1892–1981) – painter, graphic artist 
663, 849

Beļenkijs Maksis (Макс Львович Беленький, 1911–1965) – pharmacologist 338
Beļevičs Aleksandrs (b. 1960) – Latvian volleyball player 772
Belševica Vizma (1931–2005) – Latvian poetess 507, 508
Benedix Julius Roderich (1811–1873) – German playwright, actor 599
Benjamiņš Juris (George) (1918–1993) – Latvian photographer, cameraman, subaqueous explorer 647
Berdyaev Nikolai (Николай Александрович Бердяев, 1874–1948) – Russian philosopher 847
Berens Johann Christoph (Johans Kristofs Bērenss, 1729–1792) – Baltic German merchant, Riga town 

councillor 806
Berent Bernhard von (Bernhards fon Bērents, a.k.a. Benno Bērents, Benno von Berent, 1892–1946) – 

Baltic German lawyer, Minister of Justice 853
Bergengruen Werner Max Oskar Paul (Verners Bergengrīns, 1892–1964) – Baltic German writer 791, 

821
Bergman Ernst Ingmar (1918–2007) – Swedish director, writer 867
Bergmanis Aldis (b. 1967) – Latvian historian 17
Bergmanis Raimonds (b. 1966) – Latvian weight lifter, athlete, member of the Saeima, Minister of 

Defence 775, 776
Bergmanis Vilis (1892–1976) – Latvian actor, theatre and cinema figure 636, 637
Bergmann Gustav von (Bergmanis Gustavs, 1749–1814) – Baltic German Lutheran clergyman, book 

publisher, folklorist, linguist 807, 808
Bergs Arveds (1875–1941) – Latvian lawyer, journalist, member of the Saeima, Minister for the Inte-

rior 98, 109
Bergson Henry Louis (1859–1941) – French philosopher 494
Berklavs Eduards (1914–2004) – Latvian LSSR public official, national communist, member of the 

Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia and the Saeima 63, 577
Berlin Sir Isaiah (1909–1997) – English philosopher of Jewish extraction, politics theoretician 636
Berlioz Hector (1803–1869) – French composer, conductor, music critic 597, 816
Berlitz Johann Georg Adam (1753–1837) – German architect 704
Bermondt-Avalov Pavel (Павел Рафаилович Бермондт-Авалов, 1877–1973) – Russian Army officer, 

white guard, Commander-in-Chief  of West Russian Volunteer Army 839
Berthold (a.k.a. Bertolds Šulte, Bertoldus, Bertolds, Berthold Schulte, ?–1198) – Ikšķile bishop, initia-

tor of Livonian Crusades 722
Bertovskis Ernests (1924–1996) – Latvian cellist, pedagogue 541
Bertschy Max Theodor (1871–1935) – architect 717
Bērziņa Lilita (born Lilija Priede-Bērziņa, 1903–1983) – Latvian actress 610, 612, 616
Bērziņa-Karlsone Elfrīda (1904–1983) – Latvian athlete (shot put, javelin throw), singer, conductor, 

pedagogue 755
Bērziņš Alfons (1916–1987) – Latvian speed skater, coach 757, 759, 767
Bērziņš Andris (b. 1944) – Latvian deputy of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia, member 

of the Saeima, President of Latvia 123, 127, 152, 457
Bērziņš Atis (b. 1956) – Latvian demographer, statistician 206
Bērziņš Boriss (1930–2002) – Latvian painter, graphic artist, pedagogue 675
Bērziņš Jānis (1941–2017) – Latvian historian 354
Bērziņš Juris (b. 1954) – Latvian rower (coxswain) 771
Bērziņš Ludis (a.k.a. Ludvigs Ernests Bērziņš, 1870–1965) – Latvian folklorist, literature historian 327
Bērziņš Māris (b. 1962) – Latvian writer  626
Bērziņš Rūdolfs (1881–1949) – Latvian singer, actor, pedagogue 530
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Bērziņš Uldis (b. 1944) – Latvian poet, translator 514, 871
Bērziņš Valdis (b. 1935) – Latvian historian 17, 354
Bērziņš-Ziemelis Jānis (1881–1938) – Latvian revolutionary, writer, journalist 496
Bērzkalns Pēteris (1899–1958) – Latvian architect 717, 718
Bērzkalns Valentīns (1914–1975) – Latvian musicologist, composer, conductor 537, 567, 583
Bērzups Ivars (b. 1963) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher), entrepreneur 773
Beseke Johann Melchior Gottlieb (Johans Melhiors Bēzeke, 1746–1802) – Baltic German law scholar, 

philosopher, nature scientist 444, 805
Besser Johann von (Johans fon Besers, 1654–1729) – Baltic German lawyer, poet, courtier 803
Besser Ludwig (19th – 20th cent.) – physician, statistician 205
Bētiņš Jānis (1830–1912) – Latvian music pedagogue, conductor, organist, violinist 565
Bētiņš Kārlis (1867–1943) – Latvian chess-player 754
Beumers Birgit (b. 1963) – film scholar of German extraction 643
Bezprozvanovs Ivars (b. 1969) – cellist 546
Bialik Hayim Nahman (1873–1934) – Jewish poet 850
Biedriņš Andris (b. 1986) – Latvian basketball player 787
Bielenstein August Johann Gottfried (Augusts Johans Gotfrīds Bīlenšteins, 1826–1907) – Baltic Ger-

man Lutheran clergyman, linguist, historian, folklorist, ethnographer 247, 321, 322, 323, 465, 
715, 792, 794

Bielenstein Bernhard (Bernhards Bīlenšteins, 1877–1959) – Baltic German architect 713, 716, 792
Bielenstein Siegfried (Zigfrīds Bīlenšteins, 1869–1949) – Baltic German painter, graphic artist 822, 823
Bienemann Ernst Johann (Ernsts Johans Bīnemanis, 1753–1806) – mechanic, inventor 806
Bienemann Friedrich Gustav (Frīdrihs Gustavs Bīnemanis, 1860–1915) – Baltic German historian, 

pedagogue, publicist, writer  817
Bietags Edvīns (1908–1983) – Latvian wrestler (Greco-Roman wrestling), coach 756, 757
Biezais Haralds (1906–1995) – Latvian theologian, historian of religions 333, 344, 721
Bikše Aigars (b. 1969) – Latvian sculptor, multi-media artist, pedagogue 682, 687
Bikše Kārlis (1887–1955) – Latvian architect, pedagogue 713
Biltauere Astra (a.k.a. Astra Biltauere-Rubene, b. 1944) – Latvian volleyball player 765
Birģelis Jānis (1890–1945) – Latvian clergyman 733
Birkavs Valdis (dz. 1942) – Latvian lawyer, member of the Saeima, Prime Minister 123, 416
Birkerts Antons (1876–1971) – Latvian literature and culture historian, writer, publicist
Birkerts Gunārs (1925–2017) – Latvian architect 344
Birkerts Pēteris (1881–1956) – Latvian folklorist, specialist in literature, sociologist 447
Birmanis Ļevs (1936–2016) – actor 871
Biron Dorothea von – see Dorothea von Medem
Biron Ernst Johann von (Ernsts Johans Bīrons, 1690–1772) – Duke of Courland and Semigallia 730
Biron Peter von (Pēteris Bīrons, 1724–1800) – Duke of Courland 730
Birzgalis Reinis (1907–1990) – Latvian actor, director, man of letters 615
Birziņa Aira (b. 1968) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 589
Birznieks-Upītis Ernests (1871–1960) – Latvian writer, translator 495, 497
Bištēviņš Oļģerts (1907–1972) – Latvian conductor, composer 535
Biteniece Eva (b. 1968) – Latvian member of “Helsinki 86” group 58, 59
Bitenieks Raimonds (b. 1944) – Latvian worker, founder of “Helsinki 86” group 57
Bitnere-Hehta Helēna (b. 1935) – Latvian basketball player, pharmaceutist 763
Bizet Georges (1838–1875) – French composer 851
Blacher Boris (1903–1975) – German composer 854
Blaese Hermann (Hermanis Blēse, 1911–2002) – Baltic German lawyer 853
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Blaumane Kristīne (b. 1975) – Latvian cellist 553
Blaumanis Rūdolfs (1863–1908) – Latvian writer, playwright, journalist 20, 376, 488, 494, 503, 504, 

545, 601, 605, 606, 611, 612, 614, 616, 621, 625, 627, 821, 849, 853, 867, 868
Blaus Haralds (1885–1945) – Latvian sportsman, shooter (trap shooting), figure skater 751
Blavatsky Helena (nee von Hahn, Елена Петровна Блаватская, 1831–1891) – religion philosopher of 

Russian/German extraction, founder of theosophy movement 731
Blech Leo (1871–1958) – German composer, conductor, pedagogue 533, 851
Bleiere Daina (b. 1949) – Latvian historian 17, 354
Blekte Andris (1923–2007) – Latvian director 621
Blinkena Aina (1929–2017) – Latvian linguist 252, 340, 354
Bļinovs Valentīns (1928–2005) – ballet-dancer, choreographer, pedagogue 877
Bloem Walter Julius Gustav (1868–1951) – German writer 535
Bļugers Anatolijs (1926– 2007) – doctor  (infectologist, hepatologist), medicine organiser 338
Bluhm Wenjamin (Venjamins Blūms, 1861–1920) – painter of Karaim extraction, pedagogue 662
Blumberga Renāte (b. 1971) – Latvian historian, ethnologist 356
Blumbergs Ilmārs (1943–2016) – Latvian scenic designer, artist, graphic artist, 356,  619, 688
Blūms Jānis (b. 1967) – Latvian economist 407
Bobrowski Johannes (1917–1965) – German writer, poet, essayist 813
Bockslaff Wilhelm Ludwig Nikolai (Vilhelms Ludvigs Nikolajs Bokslafs, 1858–1945) – Baltic German 

architect 702, 703, 713, 716
Boddien Friede von (Frīda fon Bodīna, 1883 – after 1953) – Baltic German singer, music teacher 854
Bodnieks Imants (b. 1941) – Latvian cyclist (track), coach 765
Boehlendorff Casimir Ulrich (1775–1825) – Baltic German poet, man of letters 812, 813
Bogačs Vladislavs (b. 1947) – stage director at Puppet Theatre 
Bogdanov-Belsky Nikolay (Николай Петрович Богданов-Бельский, 1868–1945) – Russian painter 

849
Bogoļubovs Ārons (b. 1938) – judoist of Jewish extraction, coach 765
Bohl Piers (1865–1921) – Baltic German mathematician 325
Bohlin Folke (b. 1931) – Swedish musicologist 800
Bohnstedt Franz Ludwig Carl (1822–1885) – German architect 597
Boiko Juris (1954–2002) – Latvian multi-media artist, critic, man of letters 678, 679
Bojārs Egīls (b. 1968) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher) 777
Bojārs Jānis (b. 1956) – Latvian athlete (shot put) 772
Bonaparte Napoléon (a.k.a. Napoléon I, 1769–1821) – French general, Emperor of France 47, 135
Bonaparte Charles Louis Napoléon (a.k.a. Napoléon III, 1808–1873) – President of France, Emperor 

of France 47
Bordwell David (b. 1947) – American film scholar 656
Borgs Jānis (b. 1946) – Latvian designer, art scholar 668
Bormane Olga (1893–1968) – Latvian actress, director, pedagogue 852
Borzov Valeriy (Валерий Филиппович Борзов, b. 1949) – Ukrainian runner (sprinter) 768
Bosch Jan-Willem van den (b. 1961) – Netherlandish director 626
Bosse Heinrich (b. 1937) – German specialist in literature 822
Botvinnik Mikhail (Михаил Моисеевич Ботвинник, 1911–1995) – USSR chess-player of Jewish 

extraction 551, 764
Bouffard Léon (1893–1981) – Swiss athlete (pole-jump), president of the International Basketball 

Federation (FIBA) 754
Bourriaud Nicolas (b. 1965) – French art critic,  theoretician, curator 686
Božis Ēriks (b. 1969) – Latvian multi-media artist, pedagogue 681, 682
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Bramberga Elvīra (1902–1979) – Latvian actress 608
Brandes Johannes (1467–1531) – German Catholic priest, dean of Lübeck Dom Church 485
Brandt Johann Peter (1766–1835) – Baltic German clergyman, publicist, translator 813
Brandt Oskar Ludwig (1889–1943) – director at Riga German Theatre, intendant, stage director 853
Brasliņa Aija (b. 1962) – Latvian art scholar 664
Brastiņš Ernests (1892–1942) – Latvian painter, art theoretician, publicist, researcher of hillforts, 

founder of Neopagan religious movement Dievturība 139, 731, 733, 734
Braun Joachim (Joahims Brauns, 1929–2013) – violinist of Latvian-Jewish extraction, musicologist 

878
Brauna Dora (1892–1973) – Latvian pianist, pedagogue 850
Brauns Hermanis (1918–1979) – Latvian pianist, pedagogue 533, 534, 851
Brauns Mārtiņš (b. 1951) – Latvian composer 548, 549, 593
Brazauskas Algirdas Mykolas (1932–2010) – President of Lithuania, Prime Minister 412, 416
Brazovska Marija (b. 1944) – Latvian choir conductor, music teacher 592
Brecht Bertolt (1898–1956) – German playwright, poet, director 599, 611, 617–619, 793, 812
Breģe Ilona (b. 1959) – Latvian composer, pianist, musicologist 549
Breggin Benjamin (b. 1976) – philosopher, specialist in literature, linguist 826
Brehmane-Štengele Milda (1893–1981) – Latvian singer, actress 532
Breidaks Antons (1932–2002) – Latvian linguist 340
Breikšs Leonīds (1908–1942) – Latvian poet, journalist 139, 500
Brekte Kristians (b. 1981) – Latvian painter, scenic designer, installation artist 685
Bremze Dainis (b. 1954) – Latvian luge driver, entrepreneur 769, 770
Brentano Clemens (1778–1842) – German poet 812, 827
Breže Andris (b. 1958) – Latvian graphic artist, installation artist, poet 678, 681
Briand Aristide (1862–1932) – French politician, social democrat, Prime Minister of France, Nobel 

Peace Prize laureate 31
Bricis Ilmārs (b. 1970) – Latvian biathlete, coach 776, 777, 780
Brics Ježijs (1873–1949) – Latvian Polish culture figure 855
Briedis Leons (b. 1949) – Latvian poet, renderer of verse 548, 802
Briesmann Johannes (Johann) (1488–1549) – German theologian, reformer 799
Brigadere Anna (1861–1933) – Latvian writer, poetess, playwright 455, 605, 606, 612, 614, 853
Brikmanis Uģis (b. 1956) – Latvian director 586
Brincken Gertrud von den (Ģertrūde fon den Brinkena, 1892–1982) – Baltic German poetess, writer 

820, 823, 828
Brīvzemnieks Fricis (born Fricis Treilands, 1846–1907) – poet, linguist, folklorist, publicist 326, 494
Brodele Anna (1910–1981) – Latvian writer, playwright, poetess 616
Brodsky Joseph (Иосиф Александрович Бродский, 1940–1996) – Russian poet of Jewish extraction, 

essayist, the Nobel Prize laureate - 877
Broka Terēzija (a.k.a. Terēze Broka, b. 1925) – music pedagogue, choir conductor 589
Broks Aloizs (1898–1943) – Latvian Catholic priest, Latgalian culture figure, translator, pedagogue  

736
Broks Ervīns (b. 1975) – Latvian multi-media artist 688
Broks Raivis (b. 1984) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher), policeman 782
Brotze Johann Christoph (Johans Kristofs Broce, 1742–1823) – historian of German extraction, 

student of local history, pedagogue 341, 342, 791
Brückner Karl (Karls Brikners, 1893–1963) – Latvian violinist of Swedish extraction, pedagogue  878
Bruckner Ferdinand (1891–1958) – Austrian writer, playwright 853
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Brundage Avery (1887–1975) – American track and field athlete, president of the International Olym-
pic Committee  768

Brūvelis Uģis (b. 1971) – Latvian athlete (distance walking) 777
Bryzgel Amy – American art scholar  677
Bružiks Māris (b. 1962) – Latvian athlete (triple jump), coach 772
Buben Andrzej (b. 1964) – Polish director  626
Bubenko Adalberts (1910–1983) – Latvian athlete (distance walking) 757, 758
Buceniece Ella (b. 1949) – Latvian philosopher 342
Büchner Georg (1813–1837) – German writer, doctor 853
Budo Silva (a.k.a. Rozenberga, 1910–1992) – dancer, ballet pedagogue 851
Bugajenkovs Ivans (b. 1938) – volleyball player of Russian extraction 763–765, 767
Bugenhagen Johannes (1485–1558) – German theologian, reformer 799
Buholcs Alvils (Alvil Buchholtz, 1880–1972) – Latvian geodesist 325, 330
Bula Dace (b. 1960) – Latvian folklorist 354, 482
Bulajevs Daņiils (Даниил Булаев, b. 2004) – violinist 876
Bulgakov Mikhail (Михаил Афанасьевич Булгаков, 1891–1940) – Russian writer 848
Bult Jeroen (b. 1971) – Netherlandish historian, publicist 411
Bumbiere Nora (1947–1994) – Latvian singer 548
Bunčuka Jekaterina (Yekaterina Bunchuk, Екатерина Осиповна Бунчук, 1895–1968) – actress 848
Bunkše Edmunds Valdemārs (b. 1935) – Latvian geographer 452
Bürger August Gottfried (1747–1794) – German writer 819
Burkard Waldis (1490–1556) – German Franciscan monk, poet, playwright 793
Būrs Jurijs de (Юрий Львович де Бур, 1887–1949) – actor 848
Bušs Eduards (Eduard Busch, 19th–20th cent.) – engineer 716
Bušs Ojārs (1944–2017) – Latvian linguist 16
Bušs Santa (b. 1981) – Latvian composer, musicologist 551
Butkēvičs Pauls (b. 1940) – Latvian actor 648
Butterweck Konrad (1825–1899) – German actor, dancer 597

C
Cagliostro Alessandro (born Guiseppe Balsamo, 1743–1795) – Italian adventurer, occultist, mystic  

809
Čaks Aleksandrs (born Aleksandrs Čadarainis, 1901–1950) – Latvian poet 872, 873
Čakste Jānis (1859–1927) – Latvian lawyer, member of the Constitutional Assembly and Saeima, Pre-

sident of Latvia 18, 121, 127, 137,  447, 462, 471
Čakstiņš Kārlis (20th cent.) – Latvian stage designer 853
Campenhausen Johann Balthasar von (1689–1758) – officer, Livonian Landrat, Governor General of 

Finland 808
Camus Albert (1913–1960) – French writer, philosopher 626
Canisius Peter, Pieter Canis (1521–1597) – German clergyman of Dutch extraction, Jesuit 725
Capablanca José Raúl y Graupera (1988–1942) – Cuban chess-player 766
Carr Charles (1875–?) – English building engineer 717
Casanova José (b. 1951) – Spanish/American sociologist of religions 749
Catherine II the Great (Екатерина II Великая, 1729–1796) – Empress of Russia 804, 806, 809
Cauce Elīza (nee Tīruma, b. 1990) – Latvian luge driver 785
Caune Andris (b. 1937) – Latvian historian, archaeologist  341, 354, 356
Caune Baiba (a.k.a. Baiba Caune-Morzika, 1945–2014) – cyclist, coach 766
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Caune Ivars (b. 1933) – Latvian motorist, agronomist, politician, deputy of the Supreme Council of 
the Republic of Latvia 787

Cēbers Andrejs (b. 1947) – Latvian physicist 355
Cedriņš Vilis (1914–1946) – Latvian poet 501
Celma-Kursiete Līga (b. 1978) – Latvian composer, choir conductor, pedagogue 591, 592
Celmiņa Vija (b. 1939) – Latvian graphic artist, painter 676
Celms Teodors (1893–1989) – Latvian philosopher 330
Celms Valdis (b. 1943) – Latvian designer 668
Čengerijs Vladislavs (1888–1939) – director at Polish theatre of Latvia 854
Centnerszwer Mieczyslaw (1874–1944) – physical chemist of Jewish extraction, Latvia and Poland 330
Cepītis Imants (1933–1993) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 555, 579
Ceplenieks Gints (b. 1976) – Latvian choir conductor 589 
Čerkovskis Deniss (b. 1978) – Latvian athlete of modern pentathlon 779
Čerņecova Dana (Дана Чернецова, b. 1985) – actress, producer 867
Cézanne Paul (1839–1906) – French painter 670
Chaliapin Feodor (Fyodor Shalyapin, Федор Федорович Шаляпин, 1873–1938) – Russian singer 532
Charles X (1757–1836) – King of France 47
Charles XI (Karl XI, 1655–1697) – King of Sweden  803
Chekhov Anton (Антон Павлович Чехов, 1860–1904) – Russian writer, playwright 604, 622, 625, 

848, 868, 870
Chekhov Michael (Mikhail) (Михаил Александрович Чехов, 1891–1955) – Russian actor, director, 

pedagogue  609, 611, 849,  866, 867, 869, 871
Chernomyrdin Viktor (Виктор Степанович Черномырдин, 1938–2010) – Minister of Gas Industry 

of the USSR, Prime Minister of Russia 416
Chirac Jacques René (b. 1932) – French politician, President of France 40
Chirikov Evgeny (Евгений Николаевич Чириков, 1864–1932) – Russian writer, playwright, publicist 

604
Chopin Fryderyk Franciszek (Frédéric François Chopin, 1810–1849) – Polish composer 618, 879
Chrysostom John (Ioannes Chrysostomus, Ioannes Antiochensis, Ἰωάννης ὁ Χρυσόστομος, ca 347–

407) – Constantinopole archbishop, one of the Three Holy Hierarchs 728
Chudinov Sergey (Сергей Сергеевич Чудинов, b. 1983) – Russian skeletonist 785
Chukovsky Korney (Корней Иванович Чуковский, born Николай Васильевич Корнейчуков, 

1882–1969) – Russian writer 619
Churchill Winston (1874–1965) – politician, Prime Minister of Great Britain 8
Cielēns Fēlikss (1888–1964) – Latvian lawyer, writer, member of the Saeima, Minister of Foreign 

Affairs 98, 107
Cigaļska Irina (m. Irina Auziņa, b. 1939) – Latvian writer, translator 872
Cimermanis Saulvedis (b. 1929) – Latvian ethnographer, culture historian 355
Cimze Jānis (1814–1881) – Latvian music pedagogue, composer, collector and harmoniser of 

folksongs 465, 523, 524, 565–567
Cingujevs Artūrs (b. 1985) – Latvian pianist  552
Cinkuss Ivars (b. 1969) – Latvian choir conductor, singer 589, 592
Čipēns Gunārs (1933–2014) – Latvian chemist (bioorganic chemistry) 335, 339
Cisers Izaks (Исаак (Ицхак) Ефимович Цисер, 1913–1989) – Jewish theatre actor, director 852
Cisers Josifs (Иосиф Цисер, b. 1953) – conductor of Jewish extraction, pedagogue 862
Civjans Gunārs (1975–2016) – Latvian computer scientist 657
Cooper Emil (a.k.a. Emil Kuper, Эмиль Альбертович Купер, 1877–1960) – Russian conductor of 

English ancestry 532, 851
Corinth Lovis (1858–1925) – German painter, graphic artist 825
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Cortot Alfred (1877–1962) – French pianist, composer, conductor 536
Coubertin Pierre de Frédy, baron (1863–1937) – French sports and public figure, initiator of organisa-

tion of modern Olympic Games 758, 
Čubarovs Refats (Refat Abdurahman oğlu Çubarov, b. 1957) – Latvian and Ukrainian public figure of 

Crimean Tartar extraction, politician 844
Cukanovs Vladimirs (b. 1929) – ballet-dancer, répétiteur, choreographer, pedagogue 877
Cukor George Dewey (1899–1983) – American director 638
Cunska Zane (b. 1979) – Latvian demographer 208

D
Dach Simon (1605–1659) – German pedagogue, poet 800
Dahrendorf Ralf Gustav (1929–2009) – German sociologist, politologist 150
Daija Pauls (b. 1984) – Latvian specialist in literature 480
Dalai Lama XIII (Thubten Gyatsho, 1876–1933) – spiritual and secular leader of Tibet 731
Dāle Pauls (1889–1968) – Latvian philosopher, psychologist, education figure 327, 332
Daliņš Jānis (1904–1978) – Latvian athlete (distance walking) 755–758, 777
Dambe Vallija (1912–1995) – Latvian linguist 340
Dambergs Valdemārs (a.k.a. Voldemārs Dambergs, 1886–1960) – Latvian writer 717
Dambis Andris (b. 1958) – Latvian motorist, constructor, engineer 787
Dambis Arnolds (b. 1929) – Latvian motorist 787
Dambis Pauls (b. 1936) – Latvian composer, pedagogue 545, 546, 592
Dambrova Maija (b. 1968) – Latvian pharmaceutist, pedagogue 349, 356
Danovska Baiba (b. 1935) – Latvian choir conductor, music teacher 592
Dārziņš Egons (1894–1966) – Latvian microbiologist 332
Dārziņš Emīls (1875–1910) – Latvian composer, conductor, music critic 527, 528, 577, 591, 593
Dārziņš Volfgangs (1906–1962) – Latvian composer, pianist, music critic 534, 539, 573
Daškovs Aleksandrs (1914–2004) – singer 542
Daudze Gundars (b. 1965) – Latvian physician, politician, member of the Saeima 121
Daudziņš Vilis (b. 1970) – Latvian actor 624 
Dauge Georgs (1905–1987) – Latvian architect 717
Daugule Sigita (b. 1971) – Latvian painter 685
Daukste-Silasproģe Inguna (b. 1968) – Latvian specialist in literature 492
Daukšte Olga (1893–1956) – poetess of Polish extraction 855
Dauniene Tamāra (Тамара Даунене, nee Калягина, b. 1951) – Russian basketball player 769
Davidovs Sergejs (b. 1959) – designer, graphic designer 879
Davie Grace (b. 1946) – English sociologist (sociology of religions) 741
Dear Nick (b. 1955) – British playwright, script writer 626
Debord Guy (1931–1994) – French philosopher, writer, film director, artist 683
Deičmane Evelīna (b. 1978) – Latvian multi-media artist 689
Deičs Felikss (b. 1937) – Latvian actor, director 869
Deksnis Tālivaldis (b. 1946) – Latvian organist, pedagogue 554
Dekšenieks Rihards (a.k.a. Richards Dekšenieks, 1899–1981) – Latvian athlete, basketball player, 

coach 756
Delors Jacques Lucien (b. 1925) – French economist, politician, minister 173
Delsarte François (1811–1871) – French musician, pedagogue, composer 607
Demakova Helēna (b. 1959) – Latvian art scholar, pedagogue, member of the Saeima, minister 673, 

679, 687–689
Demleitner Elisabeth (b. 1952) – German luge driver 770
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Derkēvica Ausma (1929–2011) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 555, 579
Derkusova Iveta (b. 1973) – Latvian art scholar 666
Devendruss Indriķis (19th–20th cent.) – architect technician 712
Devrient Gustav Emil 1803–1872) – German actor 597
Dewey John (1859–1952) – American philosopher 433
Dickens Charles John Huffam (1812–1870) – English writer 45
Diebenkorn Richard (1922–1993) – American painter 676
Dikmanis Jānis (1882–1969) – Latvian president of Latvian Olympic Committee 753
Dimenšteins Iļja (Илья Дименштейн, b. 1957) – journalist, researcher of Riga history 844, 874
Dimiters Artūrs (1915–1986) – Latvian actor 610, 630
Dimza Jānis (1906–1941?) – Latvian athlete (decathlon) 755
Dini Pietro Umberto (b. 1960) – Italian linguist, Baltologist 355
Dinsbergs Ernests (1816–1902) – Latvian teacher, poet, publicist 486
Dirse Rita Zoe (Zoe Dirse) – film director, camerawoman 647
Dišlers Kārlis (1878–1954) – lawyer, law scholar 95, 109
Dix Otto (1891–1969) – German graphic artist, painter 665
Dobelis Juris (b. 1940) – Latvian chemist, member of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia 

and the Saeima 63
Dobrovenskis Roalds (Роальд Григорьевич Добровенский, b. 1936) – writer, translator 872
Doktor Martin (b. 1974) – Czech rower 766
Dolivo-Dobrovolsky Mikhail (1862–1919) – electrical engineer of Polish-Russian extraction, worked 

in Germany 325
Dombrovskis Augusts (1845–1927) – Latvian public figure, industrialist, philanthropist 710, 711
Dombrovskis Valdis (b. 1971) – Latvian economist, member of the Saeima, member of European 

Parliament, Prime Minister 123, 148
Doniņš Jānis (b. 1946) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw) 768
Donizetti Domenico Gaetano Maria (1797–1848) – Italian composer 558
Dored Elisabeth (nee Braadland, 1908–1972) – Norwegian painter, writer 641, 642
Doreds Jānis (a.k.a. Ivans Doreds, Džons Doreds, John Dored, 1881–1954) – film cameraman, repor-

ter 641–645
Döring Theodor (born Johann Friedrich Wilhelm Theodor Hering, 1803–1878) – German actor 597
Dorn Heinrich (1804–1892) – German composer, conductor, music critic 565, 597, 814
Dorošenko Vasilijs (Василий Васильевич Дорошенко, 1921–1992) – historian  341
Doss Karl Bruno (1861–1919) – Baltic geologist of German extraction, mineralogist 325
Dostoyevsky Fyodor (Федор Михайлович Достоевский, 1821–1881) – Russian writer 622, 821, 848
Dozorcevs Vladilens (a.k.a. Vladlens Dozorcevs, Владлен Леонидович Дозорцев, b. 1939) – poet, 

writer, playwright, member of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia and the Saeima 872
Draps Willem (b. 1952) – Belgian politician, lawyer 425
Draviņš Dainis (b. 1949) – Latvian astronomer, astrophysicist 344
Dreifelds Juris (b. 1942) – Latvian politologist, demographer 208
Dreijmanis Pāvils (1895–1953) – Latvian architect 713, 717
Dreika Dagnija (b. 1951) – Latvian poetess, prose-writer, translator 514
Dreimanis Aleksis (1914–2011) – Latvian geologist 333, 344
Dreiser Theodore (1871–1945) – American writer 868
Dreiškens Daumants (b. 1984) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher) 780, 782, 784, 785
Drēviņš Aleksandrs Rūdolfs (1889–1938) – Latvian painter 668
Dribins Leo (b. 1931) – Latvian historian 16, 844, 881
Driesen Nikolau von (Николай Васильевич Дризен, 1868–1935) – Russian director of German 

extraction, theatre historian, censor 610
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Drīzulis Aleksandrs (1920–2006) – Latvian historian, chairman of the Supreme Council of LSSR 335, 
341

Druviete Ina (b. 1958) – Latvian linguist, member of the Saeima, Minister of Education 15, 278, 354
Dubins Herberts (1919–1993) – art scholar 879
Dubins Mordehajs (1889–1956) – politician, public figure, member of the Saeima 841
Dubra Rihards (b. 1964) – Latvian composer, pedagogue 549
Duburs Gunārs (b. 1934) – Latvian chemist 339
Duburs Jēkabs (born Jēkabs Āriņš, 1866–1916) – Latvian actor, director, pedagogue 600, 601, 605
Duhanovs Maksims (1921–2001) – historian
Duhanovs Vjačeslavs (b. 1973) – athlete of modern pentathlon, entrepreneur 776
Dukas Paul (1865–1935) – French composer, pedagogue 536
Dukurs Martins (b. 1984) – Latvian skeletonist 780, 782–785
Dukurs Tomass (b. 1981) – Latvian skeletonist 779, 782, 784, 785
Dūmiņš Jānis (1922–2011) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 543, 578, 579
Dunsdorfs Edgars (1904–2002) – Latvian historian, economist 206, 333, 344
Dzene Lilija (1929–2010) – Latvian theatre scholar 341, 355
Dzenis Burkards (1879–1966) – Latvian sculptor 855
Dzenītis Andris (b. 1978) – Latvian composer, publicist 550 
Dzenītis Jānis (1929–2001) – Latvian Public Prosecutor of LSSR, Minister of Justice of LSSR 63, 66
Džilindžers Dž. Dž. (born Raimonds Rupeiks, b. 1966) – Latvian stage director 622, 625, 626
Dzirkalis Arnolds (1896–1944?) – Latvian sculptor 664

E 
Ēcis Ģirts (b. 1971) – Latvian actor, director 626
Eckardt Guido Hermann (Gvido Hermanis Ekarts, 1873–1951) – Baltic German writer, music and 

theatre critic 827, 829
Eckardt Julius Albert Wilhelm von (Juliuss Alberts Vilhelms fon Ekarts, 1836–1908) – journalist of 

German extraction, historian, diplomat 696
Eckardt-Skalberg Elfriede (Elfrīde Ekarte-Skalberga, 1884–1964) – Baltic German poetess, translator 

821, 827, 829, 833–835
Efros Anatoly (Анатолий Васильевич Эфрос, born Натан Исаевич Эфрос, 1925–1987) – Russian 

director, pedagogue 618
Eglāja-Kristsone Eva (b. 1977) – Latvian specialist in literature 493
Eglīte Pārsla (b. 1934) – Latvian geographer, demographer 206, 208, 210
Eglītis Andris (b. 1981) – Latvian painter, photographer, designer 685, 690, 691
Eglītis Anšlavs (1906–1993) – Latvian writer, playwright, painter 513, 514,  612, 614, 627, 632, 655,  

656
Eglītis Viktors (1877–1945) – Latvian writer, poet, art theoretician 500
Eglītis Visvaldis (1936–2014) – Latvian basketball player 766
Ehmke Heinrich Karl (Heinrihs Karls Ēmke, 1852–1932) – Baltic German architect 716
Eichberger Livia (m. Galster, 1837–1931) – German actress 597
Eichendorff Joseph von (1788–1857) – German poet, prose-writer 816
Eichwald Karl Eduard (Karls Eduards Eihvalds, 1795–1876) – nature scientist of Baltic German 

extraction, palaeontologist, biologist 322
Einfelde Maija (b. 1939) – Latvian composer, 546, 592 
Einhorn Paul (Pauls Einhorns, 1590?–1655) – Baltic German Lutheran clergyman, historian 725
Einstein Carl (1885–1940) – German writer, art historian, critic 662
Eisenstein Mikhail (Mihails Eizenšteins, 1867–1921) – Jewish architect of Baltic German extraction, 

building engineer 634, 714
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Eisenstein Sergei (Сергей Михайлович Эйзенштейн, 1898–1948) – Russian film director 634–638, 
656, 658

Eižvertiņa Anna (b. 1945) – Latvian stage director, pedagogue 620
Ekmanis Rolfs (1929–2017) – Latvian specialist in literature 500
Ekmanis Zintis (b. 1958) – Latvian bobsleighist (pilot), coach 772, 773
Elger Georg (Georgs Elgers, a.k.a. Juris Elgers, 1585–1672) – Catholic priest, Jesuit, translator of eccle-

siastical texts 725
Elverfeld Karl Gotthard (Karls Elferfelds, 1756–1819) – Baltic German clergyman, writer 598
Elgurts Josifs (1924–2007) – graphic artist 879
Eliass Ģederts (1887–1975) – Latvian painter 663
Elizabeth, see Romanova Elizabeth I 
Elmūts Voldemārs (1910–1966) – Latvian basketball player, volleyball player 759
Elsiņš Jānis (b. 1974) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher) 777
Elsiņš Pēteris (1909–1992) – Latvian actor 615
Elytis Odysseas (Οδυσσέας Ελύτης, 1911–1996) – Greek poet, essayist 515
Endzelīns Jānis (1873–1961) – Latvian linguist 249, 326, 327, 329, 332, 335, 340      
Eplée Paul (Pauls Eplē, 1882–1937) – architect 705
Epners Ansis (1937–2003) – Latvian film director 635
Erdmann Eduard (Eduards Erdmanis, 1896–1958) – Baltic German pianist, composer 533
Erdmann Ilse (Ilze Erdmane, a.k.a. Ilse Matzkait-Erdmann, 1900–?) – Baltic German singer 854
Erenštreits Jānis (b. 1942) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 589
Ērika Lilija (1893–1981) – Latvian actress 604, 606
Erk Ludwig Christian (1807–1883) – German music pedagogue, composer 523
Ērmanis Pēteris (1893–1969) – Latvian writer, literature historian 511
Erss Ādolfs (before 1928 Ādolfs Rūniks, 1885–1945) – Latvian writer, journalist  496, 501
Ertnere Felicita (1891–1975) – Latvian director, pedagogue 607, 612
Ešenvalds Ēriks (b. 1977) – Latvian composer 549, 550, 592
Eyben Louise (1861–1949) – German actress 
Ezera Ligita (b. 1952) – Latvian demographer 208
Ezergailis Andrievs (b. 1930) – Latvian historian 344
Ezeriņš Jānis (1891–1924) – Latvian writer 621

F
Fabricius Dionysius (16th–17th cent.) – Jesuit dean, chronicler 10
Fadejevs Aigars (b. 1975) – Latvian athlete (distance walking)  776, 777
Feders Pēteris (1868–1936) – Latvian architect, pedagogue 718
Feigmane Tatjana (b. 1952) – Latvian historian of Russian extraction 468, 844
Feldbergs Ojārs (b. 1947) – Latvian sculptor, performance artist 680
Feldmanis Ernests (1889–1947) – Latvian actor, director, pedagogue 606, 613
Feldmanis Inesis (b. 1949) – Latvian historian 17, 353, 844
Fellini Federico (1920–1993) – Italian film director 868
Feodorova Marianna (b. 1961) – basketball player 772
Ferber Johann Jacob (1743–1790) – Swedish geologist, mineralogist, 325, 805
Ferbers Ruvims (b. 1946) – physicist, pedagogue 350
Fiedler Kaspar (Kaspars  Fīdlers, 1555–?) – Baltic German doctor 730
Filipsons Artūrs (1906–1950) – Latvian actor 612, 616
Finn Courtenay – American curator 690
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Fircks Wilhelm von (Vilhelms fon Firkss, 1870–1933) – Baltic German geologist, politician, member 
of the Constitutional Assembly and Saeima of the Republic of Latvia 829

Fischer Jakob Benjamin (Jakobs Benjamins Fišers, 1684–1744) – Baltic German clergyman, Vidzeme 
superintendent 726

Fischer Johann (1646–1716) – German composer, violinist 803
Fišers Miķelis (b. 1970) – Latvian painter, installation artist 682
Fišers Valdemārs (Waldemar M. Fischer, 1881–1934) – chemist of Polish extraction 330
Fyodorova Alexandra (Александра Александровна Федорова, 1884–1972) – Russian ballerina, 

choreographer, pedagogue 849
Fleming Paul (1609–1640) – German physician, poet 800
Fletcher John (1579–1625) – English writer, playwright 616
Fölkersahm George Friedrich von (Georgs Frīdrihs Felkerzāms, 1766–1848) – Baltic German 

landlord, civil governor of Vidzeme 439
Fontane Heinrich Theodor (1819–1898) – German writer 826
Francis Alfons (1905–1948) – Latvian writer, publicist 500
Francis (Latin Franciscus, born Horhe Mario Bergoljo, Jorge Mario Bergoglio, b. 1936) – Pope of the 

Roman Catholic Church 749
Frank Semyon (Семен Людвигович Франк, 1877–1950) – Russian philosopher 847
Frankenberg Günter (b. 1945) – German lawyer, pedagogue 158
Franks Hercs (Herz Frank, Герц Франк, 1926–2013) – film director of Jewish extraction 640, 641, 

644, 880
Fraser James Howard (1933–2013) – American historian of book publishing and design, bibliophile 

664
Frederik III (1609–1670) – King of Denmark and Norway 804
Freibergs Edmunds (b. 1948) – Latvian actor, director, pedagogue 620, 625
Freibergs Imants (b. 1934) – Latvian computer scientist 53, 344, 354
Freimane Valentīna (b. 1922) – Latvian film and theatre scholar 547, 880
Freimanis Aleksandrs (1864–1919) – Latvian actor, director 601
Freinbergs Kārlis (1884–1967) – Latvian playwright, translator, specialist in literature 606
Freivalds Rolands (1905–1941) – Latvian publicist, demographer 205
Freivalds Rūsiņš Mārtiņš (1942–2016) – Latvian mathematician, computer scientist 338, 349, 355
Freytag Gustav (1816–1895) – German writer, playwright 601
Fricbergs Voldemārs (1926–1982) – Latvian physicist 338 
Frīdbergs Andris (b. 1970) – Latvian installation, performance artist 682
Frīde Zigrīda (b. 1956) – Latvian literature historian 489
Fridrihsons Gustavs (b. 1976) – Latvian composer, oboist, pedagogue 551
Friebe Wilhelm Christian (Vilhelms Kristiāns Frībe, 1762–1811) – Baltic German publicist, phil-

osopher, pedagogue 807
Friedrich I (1657–1713) – King of Prussia, Margrave of Brandenburg 803
Friesendorff Edgar Woldemar Eduard (Edgars Frīzendorfs, 1881–1945) – Baltic German architect 

702, 703
Frinbergs Arturs (1916–1984) – singer, actor 541
Frisch Max (1911–1991) – Swiss writer, playwright 618
Fuentes Macías Carlos (1928–2012) – Mexican writer 515
Fukuyama Yoshihiro Francis (b. 1952) – American politologist 35
Fuller Richard Buckminster (1895–1983) – American architect, system theoretician, inventor 669
Fürecker Christoph (Kristofors Fīrekers, ca 1615–1685?) – Baltic German clergyman, poet, linguist 

246, 465, 485
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G
Gabrāns Gints (b. 1970) – Latvian multi-media artist, scenic designer 681, 687, 689 
Gaddafi Muammar (Muʿammar al-Qaḏḏāfī, 1942–2011) – Libyan politician, leader of Libyan State 42
Gailis Daumants (1927–1991) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 578, 579
Gailis Jānis (1882–1957) – Latvian architect 712
Gailīte Margita (b. 1939) – Latvian poetess, renderer of verse, translator 506
Gailītis Agris (b. 1935) – Latvian physicist 349
Galante Inese (b. 1954) – Latvian singer 558, 876, 878
Gandhi Indira (1917–1984) – state and political figure of India 511
Garanča Elīna (b. 1976) – Latvian singer 21, 463, 558, 559
Garančs Jānis (b. 1973) – Latvian multi-media artist 684
García Lorca Federico (1898–1936) – Spanish writer, poet, playwright 500
García Márquez Gabriel José de la Concordia (1927–2014) – Colombian writer, script writer, journa-

list, the Nobel Prize laureate 515
Garfield Eugene (1925–2017) – American scientometrics and bibliometrics expert 340
Garleff Michael (b. 1940) – German historian 795
Garonskis Artūrs (b. 1957) – Latvian rower 771
Garūta Lūcija (1902–1977) – Latvian composer, pianist, pedagogue 536
Gedulis Guntars (b. 1952) – Latvian composer, choir conductor 540
Gellert Christian Fürchtegott (1715–1769) – German poet, philosopher 812
Ģelzis Kristaps (b. 1962) – Latvian graphic artist, multi-media artist, painter 678, 680, 681, 689, 690
Gentilucci Armando (1939–1989) – Italian composer, musicologist, critic 526
George Stefan (1868–1933) – German poet 824, 827, 830
Gerhardt Paul (1607–1676) – German theologian, poet 1 800
Ģērmanis Uldis (1915–1997) – Latvian historian, writer, volleyball player 759
Ghosh Atish Rex (b. 1964) – Indian economist 195
Girardi Alexander (1850–1918) – Austrian actor 604
Glagoļevs Jurijs (Yuri Glagolev, Юрий Владимирович Глаголев, 1926–2013) – composer, conductor 

862
Glasenapp Carl Friedrich (Karls Frīdrihs Glāzenaps, 1847–1915) – Baltic German music and art his-

torian 816
Glasenapp Maximillian von (Maksimiliāns fon Glāzenaps, 1845–1923) – Baltic German chemist tech-

nologist 325
Glāznieks Osvalds (1891–1947) – Latvian actor, director 613
Glazunov Aleksandr (Александр Константинович Глазунов, 1865–1936) – Russian composer, con-

ductor 527
Glāzups Rihards (1920–1993) – Latvian conductor, organist, composer 543
Glinka Mikhail (Михаил Иванович Глинка, 1804–1857) – Russian composer 818
Glück Johann Ernst (Ernsts Gliks, 1652–1705) – Lutheran clergyman of German extraction, transla-

tor, education figure 246, 447, 465, 485
Glušenkovs Vladimirs (1948–2009) – scenic designer, painter, graphic artist 673
Goba Kaspars (b. 1975) – Latvian photographer, journalist 686
Gobniece Alma (nee Balss, 1893–1982) – Latvian translator 512
Godess Hermanis (1917?–2007) – Latvian pianist, pedagogue 533
Godiņš Guntars (b. 1958) – Latvian poet, translator 506
Godmanis Ivars (b. 1951) – Latvian physicist, Prime Minister, member of the Saeima and European 

Parliament 79, 123
Godunov Boris (Борис Федорович Годунов, 1552–1605) – Tsar  of Russia 730
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Goethe Johann Wolfgang von (1749–1832) – German writer, art theoretician, nature scientist 483, 
494, 595, 602, 608, 791, 810, 811, 813, 825, 835

Goetz Bruno (Bruno Gecs, 1885–1954) – Baltic German poet, writer, translator 823, 827, 834 
Gogh Vincent Willem van (1853–1890) – Dutch painter 675
Gogol Nikolai (Николай Васильевич Гоголь, 1809–1852) – Russian writer, playwright 599, 602, 622, 

623, 832 
Goldberg Johann Gottlieb (1727–1756) – German cembalo and organ virtuoso 809
Goldins Maksis (1917–2009) – composer, musicologist 865, 878
Goldman James (1927−1998) – American writer, playwright 618
Goldmanis Juris (b. 1952) – Latvian historian 16, 881
Goldoni Carlo Osvaldo (1707–1793) – Italian playwright 616
Goltz Rüdiger von der (1865–1946) – German general, count, commander  of German  military forces 

in  Latvia 839
Gomelsky Alexander (Александр Яковлевич Гомельский, 1928–2005) – Russian basketball coach, 

referee 765
Gomolko Tatyana (Татьяна Ивановна Гомолко, nee Machigina, b. 1940) – Russian rower 765
Goncharov Ivan (Иван Александрович Гончаров, 1812–1891) – Russian writer, critic 625
Gopal Bissano Ram (1912–2003) – Indian dancer  514
Gorbachev Mikhail (Михаил Сергеевич Горбачев, b. 1931) – General Secretary of the Central Com-

mittee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, President of the USSR  9, 54, 56, 57, 60–62, 
67, 69, 70, 73, 77, 81, 82, 84–86, 88–90, 92, 163, 399, 644

Gorbaņovs Genādijs (b. 1950) – ballet-dancer, pedagogue 877
Gorbunovs Anatolijs (b. 1942) – Latvian Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party 

of Latvia, Chairman of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia, member of the Saeima, 
minister 64, 83, 89, 127, 400

Górecki Henryk Mikołaj (1933–2010) – Polish composer 547
Gorky Maxim (born Алексей Пешков, Мakcим Гopьkий, 1868–1936) – Russian writer, playwright, 

publicist 506, 603, 622
Goršeņins Nikolajs (1947–2000) – singer 877
Goša Zigrīda (b. 1941) – Latvian statistician, demographer 206
Goya y Lucientes Francisco José de (1746–1828) – Spanish painter 665
Grachev Pavel (Павел Сергеевич Грачев, 1948–2012) – Russian Army General, Defence Minister of 

the Russian Federation 410
Grantiņš Linards (b. 1950) – Latvian worker, founder of “Helsinki 86” group 57
Graubiņa-Bravo Ieva (b. 1947) – Latvian violinist  541, 542, 561 
Graudonis Jānis (1913–2005) – Latvian archaeologist, public figure 341, 349, 354
Graun Carl Heinrich (1704–1759) – German composer, singer 793
Grautoff Otto Nikolas (1876–1937) – German art historian, journalist, translator 827
Grauzdiņa Ilma (1948–2016) – Latvian musicologist  16, 594
Gräven Alexander (Aleksandrs Grēvens, 1679–1746) – Baltic German Lutheran clergyman, superin-

tendent at super-consistory of Courland 727
Grāvītis Oļģerts (1926–2015) – Latvian composer, music historian, pedagogue 566, 578
Grāvītis Uldis (b. 1942) – Latvian sports pedagogue and scholar, profesor 16, 788
Grebenščikovs Aleksejs (Алексей Петрович Гребенщиков, ?–1819) – Jelgava merchant, supporter of 

Riga Old Believer congregation 729
Green Thomas William (1894–1975) – athlete (distance walking), Great Britain 755
Grēns Elmārs (b. 1935) – Latvian molecular biologist, chemist (organic chemistry) 335, 339, 349, 355, 

356
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Grī Anrī (a.k.a. Anri Gri, Henry Gris, born Harijs Hiršfelds, 1904–1996) – journalist 654, 655 
Griboyedov Alexander (Александр Сергеевич Грибоедов, 1795–1829) – Russian diplomat, poet, 

playwright 848
Grieg Edvard Hagerup (1843–1907) – Norwegian composer, pianist 454, 528
Grigalka Oto (1925–1993) – athlete (discus-throwing, shot put) 761
Grigulis Arvīds (1906–1989) – Latvian writer, poet, playwright, specialist in literature 616
Grimm Jacob (1785–1863) – German philologist 483
Grimm Wilhelm (1786–1859) – German philologist 483
Grīnbergs Andris (b. 1946) – Latvian performance artist 672
Grīnblats Romualds (1930–1995) – Latvian composer 544
Grindel David Hieronymus (Grindelis Dāvids Hieronīms, 1776–1836) – naturalist, physician, phar-

maceutist, public figure, rector of Tartu (Dorpat) University 338, 321, 325, 338
Grīnfelds Nilss (1907–1986) – Latvian pianist, composer, pedagogue 534
Grīns Aleksandrs (born Jēkabs Grīns, 1895–1941) – Latvian writer, translator, officer 497, 500
Grīnups Artūrs (1931–1989) – Latvian composer, contrabass player 544 
Grīsle Rasma (1922–2013) – Latvian linguist 340
Grīva Māris (b. 1944) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw), coach 771 
Grīva Žanis (born Žanis Folmanis, 1910–1982) – Latvian writer, figure of the Communist Party of 

Latvia 500
Gromov Viktor (Виктор Алексеевич Громов, 1899–1975) – Russian director 609
Grosmane Elita (b. 1949) – Latvian art scholar 355, 796, 804
Grosvalds Jāzeps (1891–1920) – Latvian painter 663
Grotthuß Jeannot Emil Freiherr von (Grothuss Žanno Emīls fon, 1865–1920) – Baltic German publi-

cist, writer 818, 819
Grotthuß Theodor (Johans Kristiāns Dītrihs, born Theodor (Christian Johann Dietrich) Freiherr von 

Grotthuß, 1785–1822) – Baltic German chemist, physicist 321
Groza-Ķibere Laura (b. 1985) – Latvian director 626
Grūbe Edvards (b. 1935) – Latvian painter 671
Grudule Ilze (b. 1972) – Latvian cellist 553
Grudule Māra (b. 1963) – Latvian specialist in literature 16, 355, 488, 836
Grundmanis Mārtiņš (1913–1945) – Latvian basketball player 756
Gruzdovs Mihails (b. 1953) – director, pedagogue 622, 871
Gubarev Vitali (Виталий Георгиевич Губарев, 1912–1981) – Russian writer 617
Gubiņš Herberts (1914–1980) – Latvian basketball player, architect 756
Gudriniece Emīlija (1920–2004) – Latvian chemist (organic chemistry) 335
Guenther Johannes von (a.k.a. Günther, Johans fon Ginters, 1886–1973) – Baltic German writer, 

translator, publisher 821, 827
Gulbe Ērika (1916–2003) – Latvian painter 673
Gulbergs Kārlis (b. 1923) – Latvian actor, director 615
Gulbis Ernests (b. 1988) – Latvian tennis player 787
Gulbis Harijs (b. 1926) – Latvian writer, playwright 617, 618, 627
Gulbis Kristaps (b. 1967) – Latvian sculptor, multi-media artist 682
Gulbransson Olaf Leonhard (1873–1958) – Norwegian writer, painter 824
Gulīte Ārija (a.k.a. Ārija Marksa-Ebele, b. 1941) – Latvian speed skater, pediatrist 766
Guļāns Pēteris (b. 1920) – Latvian economist, pedagogue 182
Gurviča Jūlija (b. 1973) – ballerina 877
Gurvičs Jakovs (1881–1943) – violinist, pedagogue 850
Gusevs Igors (Игорь Гусев, b. 1965) – journalist, historian 874
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Gutenberg Johannes (ca 1398–1468) – German typographer, publisher, engraver, goldsmith 798
Guter Johannes (Gūters Jānis, 1882–1962) – Baltic German actor, film director, producer 638
Gūtmane Margita (b. 1943) – Latvian writer, poetess, translator 506
Gutzkow Karl (1811–1878) – German writer, playwright, journalist 810

H
Haase Friedrich (1826–1911) – German actor, 597
Habarovs Bruno (1939–1994) – fencer (épée-fencing)  763–765
Haberland Christoph (Kristofs Hāberlands, 1750–1803) – Baltic German architect 704, 791, 808
Halbe Makss (Max Halbe, 1865–1944) – German writer, playwright 604, 825
Hamann Jochann Georg (1730–1788) – German philosopher, writer 444, 806
Hamsun Knut (born Knud Pedersen, 1859–1952) – Norwegian writer, poet, the Nobel Prize laureate 

454
Happart Jean-Marie (b. 1947) – Belgian politician 419
Haradžanjans Rafi (b. 1944) – pianist, pedagogue, public figure 859
Harlaps Jans (1871–1923) – Belarusian culture figure  857
Hartknoch Johann Friedrich (1740–1789) – German book trader, publisher 444, 806, 807
Hartmanis Juris (b. 1928) – USA computer scientist of Latvian extraction 344
Hartmann Gottlob David (1752–1775) – German writer, poet 444
Hartmann Karl Robert Eduard von (1842–1906) – German philosopher 433
Hartmann Nicolai (Nikolajs Hartmanis, 1882–1950) – Baltic German philosopher 433 
Hasentödter Johann (1517–1586) – German medieval chronicler, travelling man of letters 485
Hauptmann Gerhart (1862–1946) – German playwright, writer 610, 613, 853
Hausmanis Viktors (b. 1931) – Latvian theatre and art historian, man of letters 16, 18, 341, 355, 506, 

627
Hazans Mihails (b. 1950) – econometrist, pedagogue 238
Heelas Paul (b. 1946) – British religion sociologist, anthropologist 750
Hegel Georg Wilhelm Friedrich (1770–1831) – German philosopher 446, 460
Hehn Victor Amadeus (Viktors Amadejs Hēns, 1813–1890) – Baltic German art scholar, writer 696
Heine Christian Johann Heinrich (1797–1856) – German poet, journalist, literary critic 816
Hellat Georg (1870–1943) – Estonian engineer, architect 711
Helmanis Kristaps (1848–1892) – Latvian veterinary, microbiologist, epizootologist 326
Henning Detlef (b. 1959) – German historian  796
Henry of Livonia (a.k.a. Latviešu Indriķis, Livonijas Indriķis, Henricus de Letti, Heinrich von Lett-

land, ca 1187– after 1259) – Catholic priest, medieval chronicler   10, 621, 622, 722, 797
Hercberga Tīna (1921–2004) – Latvian stage director 871
Hercova-Hercberga (Ķemere) Biruta (b. 1944) – rower (canoeing), entrepreneur 768
Herder Johann Gottfried von (1744–1803) – German poet, theologian, philosopher 52, 446, 469, 

481–484, 523, 791, 806–808, 810, 811, 835
Herl Joseph (b. 1959) – American musicologist 800
Hermanis Alvis (b. 1965) – Latvian director 21, 622–626, 812, 877
Hermanovskis Alfrēds (1915–1981) – Latvian volleyball player, basketball player 759
Hermanovskis Teodors (1883–1964) – Latvian building engineer 713
Hessen Sergius (Сергей Иосифович Гессен, 1887–1950) – Russian philosopher 847
Heydevogel Ern(e)st (?–1787) – Elder of Riga Great Guild 482
Hiden John William (1940–2012) – English historian 355
Hiller Johann Adam (1728–1804) – German composer, music historian and theoretician 809
Hillers Solomons (1915–1975) – chemist (organic chemistry) of Jewish extraction, science and pro-

duction organiser 335, 336, 340, 349, 355
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Himmler Heinrich Luitpold (1900–1945) – German politician, Reichsführer-SS 843
Hippel Theodor Gottlieb von (1741–1796) – German writer, political figure 812
Hirschbein Peretz (1880–1948) – Yiddish-language playwright, director 851
Hirst Damien (b. 1965) – British installation artist 682
Hitler Adolf (1889–1945) – German politician of Austrian extraction, Chancellor of Germany, dicta-

tor 8, 32, 34, 630, 842
Hoerner Herbert von (Herberts fon Herners, 1884–1950) – Baltic German writer, poet, painter 827, 

828
Hoerschelmann Rolf von (Rolfs fon Heršelmans, 1885–1947) – Baltic German artist, publicist, writer 

824, 825 
Hoffmann Ernst Theodor Amadeus (1776–1822) – German writer 831
Hofmannstahl Hugo von (1874–1929) – Austrian writer, playwright 825
Hofstede Gerard Hendrik (b. 1928) – Netherlandish social psychologist, culturologist 434
Hogarth William (1697–1764) – English painter, engraver, illustrator, satirist 45
Holberg Ludvig (1684–1754) – Danish writer of Norwegian extraction, playwright, historian 597
Hölderlin Friedrich (1770–1843) – German poet, essayist 812
Holm Korfiz (Korfics Holms, 1872–1942) – Baltic German writer, translator 824, 825, 
Holst Niels von (Nīlss fon Holsts, 1907–1993) – Baltic German art scholar, writer 695
Holtei Karl Eduard von (1798–1880) – German writer, playwright, actor 820
Homer (Ὅμηρος, ca 8th cent. BC) – Ancient Greek poet 809
Hope Bob (1903–2003) – American actor 645
Horace (Quintus Horatius Flaccus, 65–8 BC) – Roman poet 809
Hramņikova Vera (Вера Тимофеевна Храмникова, b. 1946) – actress 871
Hudson Michael (b. 1939) – American economist, pedagogue, journalist 174
Hugh Edward (1948–2015) – Welsh economist of Spanish extraction 174
Humboldt Friedrich Wilhelm Christian Karl Ferdinand Freiherr von (1767–1835) – German philo-

sopher, political figure, diplomat, founder of general linguistics 446, 469, 470
Hupel August Wilhelm (1737–1819) – historian of German extraction, publicist 807, 811
Hussein Saddam (Ṣaddām Ḥusayn ʿAbd al-Maǧīd al-Tikrītī, 1932–2006) – politician, President of 

Iraq  42
Husserl Edmund Gustav Albert (1859–1938) – German philosopher of Jewish extraction 330

I
Ibsen Henrik Johan (1828–1906) – Norwegian playwright 454, 617, 619, 824, 853
Iegrīve Edvīns (1878–1944) – Latvian chemist (analytical chemistry) 330
Ieviņš Alfrēds (1897–1975) – Latvian chemist (inorganic and analytical chemistry) 330, 334, 335 
Ieviņš Kārlis (1888–1977) – Latvian writer 511
Ignatieff Michael (b. 1947) – Canadian politician, historian 832
Ījabs Ivars (b. 1972) – Latvian politologist 15, 158, 438
Ikauniece Agita (b. 1971) – Latvian choir conductor 589
Ikauniece-Admidiņa Laura (nee Ikauniece, b. 1992) – Latvian athlete (multiathlon) 783
Ikstena Nora (b. 1969) – Latvian writer 514
Ilf Ilya (Илья Арнольдович Ильф, born Иехиел-Лейб Арьевич Файнзильберг, 1897–1937) – 

Russian writer of Jewish extraction, journalist, script writer 625
Illés Endre (1902–1986) – Hungarian playwright, director 618
Iltnere Ieva (b. 1957) – Latvian painter 678
Ilves Toomas Hendrik (b. 1953) – journalist, diplomat, President of Estonia 423
Ilziņš Olafs (1923–2012) – Latvian violinist, pedagogue 535
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Indāns Ivars (b. 1974) – Latvian demographer, politologist 208
Indriksons Alfrēds (1903–1996) – Latvian Lutheran clergyman 733
Infantjevs Boriss (1921–2009) – folklorist, specialist in literature, pedagogue 468
Inglehart Ronald (b. 1934) – American politologist, sociologist 442, 449, 473, 474
Inotai András (b. 1943) – Hungarian economist 182
Irbe Artūrs (b. 1967) – Latvian hockey player (goalkeeper), coach 778, 786
Isabella I (a.k.a. Isabel I de Castilla, 1451–1504) – Queen of Castilla 46
Ivančenko Genādijs (b. 1946) – weight lifter 768
Ivanov Vsevolod (Вceвoлoд Вячеславович Ивaнoв, 1895–1963) – Russian writer 611
Ivanovs Jānis (1906–1983) – Latvian composer, pedagogue, conductor 536, 543, 544
Īvāns Dainis (b. 1955) – Latvian journalist, the first chairman of the Popular Front of Latvia, member 

of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia 59, 65, 76, 77
Ivaska Astrīde (1926–2015) – Latvian poetess, renderer of verse 490, 506, 512, 515, 516
Ivasks Ivars Vidriks (1927–1992) – Latvian literature historian, artist, poet, critic 490, 504, 512, 514, 

515, 516
Ivbulis Viktors (b. 1933) – Latvian specialist in literature 355
Ivens Joris (1898–1989) – Netherlandish director 633
Iwaszkiewicz Jarosław (1894–1980) – Polish writer, playwright, poet 618, 623
Izjumovs Samsons (b. 1950) – singer, pedagogue 877

J
Jackēvičs Aleksandrs (b. 1958) – judoist, coach 771
Jakovļeva Mārīte (b. 1964) – Latvian historian 17
Jakovļevs Ģirts (b. 1940) – Latvian actor 618, 648
James II, VII, (1633–1701) – King of England and Ireland, King of Scotland 803
Jamiacque Yves (1918–1987) – French writer, playwright, script writer 618
Jancevičs Viktors (Виктор Янцевич, b. 1968) – actor 871
Jankowiak Mirosław – Polish linguist 13
Jannau Heinrich Johann (Heinrihs Johans Jannaus, 1753–1821) – Baltic German clergyman, historian, 

publicist 135
Jansone Dzidra Mirdza (1925–2000) – Latvian kokle player 541
Jansone Ilga (b. 1958) –  Latvian linguist 16, 18, 354
Jansone Zaiga (a.k.a. Zaiga Jansone-Ivanova, b. 1951) – Latvian tennis player, coach 767, 768 
Jansons Andrejs (b. 1938) – Latvian oboist, conductor, composer 583
Jansons Arvīds (1914–1984) – Latvian conductor, violinist 533, 543, 554
Jansons-Brauns Janis (born Janis Jansons, 1872–1917) – Latvian literary critic, publicist, politician – 

136, 447, 461
Jansons Gunārs (1928–2013) – Latvian architect, honorary doctor of Latvian Academy of Sciences 722
Jansons Mariss (Mariss Ivars Georgs Jansons, b. 1943) – Latvian conductor 463, 554
Jansons Roberts (1864–1899) – Latvian actor, director 601
Jansons Valdis (b. 1979) – Latvian singer 559
Jansons Viktors (Victor Janson, 1884–1960) – Latvian actor, director 638
Jaques-Dalcroze Émile (1865–1950) – Swiss composer, pedagogue 608
Jäsche Gottlob Benjamin (1762–1842) – philosopher of German extraction 444
Jasinskis Daniels (1866–1939) – parson 855
Jaudzems Juris (b. 1963) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher), entrepreneur 773
Jaunsudrabiņš Jānis (1877–1962) – Latvian writer, painter 497, 511, 655
Jaunušans Alfreds (1919–2008) – Latvian actor, director 618, 619
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Jaunzeme Inese (1932–2011) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw) 762, 767
Jaunzeme Vita (b. 1968) – Latvian public activist 457
Jaunzems Jānis (1903–1978) – Latvian art scholar 702
Jean Paul (born Johann Paul Friedrich Richter, 1763–1825) – German writer 827
Jēkabsons Ēriks (b. 1965) – Latvian historian  17, 844
Jēkabsons Kārlis (1879–1946) – Latvian writer, translator 501
Jekste Alberts (1908–1987) – Latvian producer, director, engineer 630, 652, 653
Jeļizarova Poļina (b. 1989) – athlete (race) 783
Jermaks Romualds (b. 1931) – Latvian composer 546
Jermalavicius Tomas (b. 1977) – Lithuanian politologist 406, 414
Jērums Alberts (1919–1978) – Latvian composer, choir conductor, music critic 539, 581, 583
Jezavitovs Konstantīns (a.k.a. Jezovitovs, Канстанцін (Кастусь) Барысавіч Езавітаў, 1893–1946) – 

Belarusian public figure, pedagogue 857
Jirgensons Bruno (1904–1982) – Latvian chemist, populariser of sciences 330
Joenniemi Pertti (b. 1966) – senior research fellow at the Danish Institute for International Studies 420
Johannes VI Ambundii (Iohannes Habundus, Johannes Ambundi von Schwan, ?–1424) – archbishop 

of Riga 724
Johansons Kārlis (1892–1929) – Latvian sculptor 666, 669
John Paul II (Ioannes Paulus PP. II, born Karol Józef Wojtyła, 1920–2005) – Pope of the Roman Cat-

holic Church 745
Jones Renato William (1906–1981) – populariser of basketball, Secretary-General of FIBA 754, 763
Joņevs Jānis (b. 1980) – Latvian writer 513
Jozuus Pauls (a.k.a. Pēteris Pauls Jozuus, 1873–1937) – Latvian choir conductor, organist, pedagogue 

570, 573
Judins Sergejs (Сергей Петрович Юдин, b. 1946) – actor, director 869
Jundzis Tālavs (b. 1951) – Latvian politologist, lawyer, member of the Supreme Council of the Repub-

lic of Latvia, Minister of Defence 15, 17, 18, 92, 353, 398, 409, 450, 774
Jung Carl Gustav (1875–1961) – Swiss psychiatrist 823
Juozaitis Arvydas (b. 1956) – Lithuanian philosopher, writer, publicist 454
Jurciņš Rūdolfs (1909–1948) – Latvian basketball player 756
Jurevičs Pauls (1891–1981) – Latvian philosopher 23, 438
Jurēvičs Vidvuds (1892–1945?) – Latvian composer, music critic  573
Jurgensons Oļģerts (b. 1940) – Latvian basketball player 764
Jurjāns Andrejs (a.k.a. Jurjānu Andrejs, 1856–1922) – Latvian composer, conductor, French horn 

player, music folklorist  524, 527, 568, 571, 593
Jurkynas Mindaugas (b. 1972) – Lithuanian politologist 414
Jurovskis Jurijs (Yuri Yurovsky, Юрий Ильич Юровский, born Georgi Sarukhanov, 1894–1959) – 

actor, director 609, 617, 849, 852

K
Kacyzne Alter (1885–1941) – Jewish writer, poet, photographer 851
Kačkalda Ludmila (1949–2010) – gymnast, coach 766
Kadeks Matvejs (1897–1950) – geographer, Rector of University of Latvia 335
Kairiša Astrīda (b. 1941) – Latvian actress 618
Kairišs Viesturs (b. 1971) – Latvian director 625, 626, 688
Kaiser Georg (1878–1945) – German writer, playwright 609
Kaktiņš Ādolfs (1885–1965) – Latvian singer, actor 530, 532
Kalējs Aivars (b. 1951) – Latvian organist, composer, pianist 554
Kaļistratovs Meletijs (Мелетий Архипович Каллистратов, 1896–1941) – Old Believer public figure, 

politician, member of the Saeima 471, 849
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Kalna Inga (b. 1972) – Latvian singer 558, 559
Kalnačs Benedikts (b. 1965) – Latvian specialist in literature 355, 443, 492
Kalnājs Arnolds (a.k.a. Arnolds Berkholcs, 1906–1975) – Latvian choir conductor, organist 538, 581, 

584
Kalnbērzs Viktors (b. 1928) – Latvian doctor traumatologist orthopaedist, member of the Supreme 

Council of the Republic of Latvia and the Saeima 355
Kalnciema Aina (b. 1944) – Latvian clavecinist, pedagogue 553
Kalniete Sandra (b.  1952) – Latvian art scholar, writer, member of European Parliament, Minister of 

Foreign Affairs 564
Kalniņa Ieva (b. 1957) – Latvian specialist in literature 501
Kalniņš Alfrēds (1879–1951) – Latvian composer, organist, pianist, pedagogue 528, 533, 535, 543, 

571–573
Kalniņš Ansis (1903–1945) – Latvian architect 713
Kalniņš Arvīds (1894–1981) – Latvian chemist, forest scientist, minister 334–336
Kalniņš Eduards (1904–1988) – Latvian marine painter 455
Kalniņš Imants (b. 1941) – Latvian composer, member of the Supreme Council of the Republic of 

Latvia and the Saeima 545
Kalniņš Ivars (b. 1948) – Latvian actor 648
Kalniņš Jānis (1922–2000) – Latvian writer, specialist in literature, theatre critic 341, 355
Kalniņš Jānis (1904–2000) – Latvian composer, conductor, organist, pedagogue 533, 539, 573
Kalniņš Juris (1938–2010) – Latvian basketball player, entrepreneur  764, 765
Kalniņš Pauls (1872–1945) – Latvian physician, public official, member of the Constitutional Assem-

bly and Saeima 127, 138
Kalpaks Oskars (1882–1919) – the first commander of Latvian national armed forces, colonel 879
Kalsons Romualds (b. 1936) – Latvian composer, pedagogue 545, 561
Kalviņš Ivars (b. 1947) – Latvian chemist, inventor, science organiser 339, 349, 350
Kaminskis Valters (1927–1997) – Latvian composer 593
Kampars Valdis (b. 1944) – Latvian chemist (organic chemistry) 338
Kampe Pauls (Paul Campe, 1885–1960) – architect, architecture historian 716, 717
Kancheli Giya (b. 1935) – Georgian composer 547
Kandinsky Wassily (Василий Васильевич Кандинский, 1866–1944) – Russian artist, art theoretician 

824
Kangro Andris (b. 1947) – Latvian pedagogue, professor of the University of Latvia  15, 318
Kant Immanuel (1724–1804) – German philosopher  439, 443–446, 461, 470, 494, 806
Kants Ivars (b. 1949) – Latvian actor 639
Karamiševa-Uztupe Dzidra (1930–2014) – Latvian basketball player, coach 762
Karamiševs Aleksandrs (1928–2008) – motorist, coach 787
Karamzin Nikolay (Николай Михайлович Карамзин, 1766–1826) – Russian writer, poet, historian, 

critic 810
Karapetjans Aiks (b. 1983) – director 880
Kārkliņš Andris (1942–2011) – Latvian poet, flamenco guitarist 494
Karlsons Juris (b. 1948) – Latvian composer, pedagogue 547, 592
Karnes Kevin C. (b. 1972) – American musicologist 524
Karnīte Raita (b. 1949) – Latvian economist  15, 202
Karosas Juozas (1890–1981) – Lithuanian composer, conductor, pedagogue 856
Kasekamp Andres (b. 1966) – Estonian historian, politologist 418
Kasparsons Kārlis (1865–1962) – Latvian physician, member of the Constitutional Assembly and 

Saeima, Minister of Education 332
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Kataev Valentin (Валентин Петрович Катаев, 1897–1986) – Russian writer 609
Katlaps Žanis (1907–1968) – Latvian actor, director 606, 613
Katz Arkady (Arkādijs Kacs, Аркадий Фридрихович Кац, b. 1931) – Russian director, actor 617, 

619, 867
Kaudzīte Matīss (1848–1926) – Latvian writer, teacher  488
Kaudzīte Reinis (1839–1920) – Latvian writer, teacher  488
Kaulača Vineta (b. 1971) – Latvian painter 685
Kauls Alberts (1938–2008) – Latvian cultivator, Minister of Agriculture 72
Kazaks Jēkabs (1895–1920) – Latvian painter 663
Keggi  Kristaps Juris (b. 1934) – USA doctor of Latvian extraction, orthopaedist 344
Ķekars Ansis (1784–?) – Latvian sculptor, decorator 702
Ķempe Emīls (1908–1938) – Latvian poetess Mirdza Ķempe’s brother 500
Ķempe Mirdza (m. Ādamsone, later Naikovska, 1907–1974) – Latvian poetess, translator 500, 511, 512
Ķeniņš Atis (1874–1961) – Latvian lawyer, poet, pedagogue, Minister of Education, Minister of Justice 

500
Ķeniņš Tālivaldis (1919–2008) – Latvian composer, pedagogue 539, 561
Ķepītis Jānis (1908–1989) – Latvian composer, pianist, pedagogue 537
Ķergalvis Krišjānis (1856–1936) – Latvian contractor 712
Ketlere Diāna (b. 1971) – Latvian pianist, pedagogue 552
Kettler Friedrich Kasimir von (1650–1698) – Duke of Courland and Semigallia 803
Kettler Gotthard (Gothardus Kettler, 1517–1587) – Master of the Livonian Order, warlord of Livonian 

Province,  Duke of Courland and Semigallia 700
Keyserling Eduard von (Eduards fon Keizerlings, 1855–1918) – Baltic German writer 791, 823, 825, 

826, 836, 
Keyserling Hermann Carl von (Hermanis Karls fon Keizerlings, 1696–1764) – Baltic German landlord, 

man of letters, diplomat  809
Ķezbere Sabīne (b. 1985) – Latvian composer 551
Khorana Har Gobind (1922–2011) – USA biochemist of Indian extraction, the Nobel Prize laureate 

339
Khrushchev Nikita (Никита Сергеевич Хрущев, 1894–1971) – politician, the First Secretary of the 

Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, chairman of the Council of 
Ministers of the USSR 501, 577, 637, 672

Ķiksis Ainārs (b. 1972) – Latvian cyclist (track), entrepreneur 776
Ķikuļu Jēkabs (1740–1777) – Latvian weaver, Herrnhuter, poet  488
Ķiķauka Pēteris (1886–1967) – Latvian classical philology specialist, pedagogue 503
Ķimele Māra (b. 1943) – Latvian director, stage art pedagogue 622, 625
Kinča Liene (b. 1981) – Latvian singer 559
Ķinis Uldis (b. 1953) – Latvian lawyer, justice of the Constitutional Court 120
Ķipurs Jānis (b. 1958) – Latvian bobsleighist (pilot), coach 773
Kirby David (b. 1942) – British historian 483
Kirchner Ernst Ludwig (1880–1938) – German painter, graphic artist 670
Kirhenšteins Augusts (1872–1963) – Latvian microbiologist, veterinary, chairman of the Presidium of 

the Supreme Council of LSSR 332, 335, 337, 350
Kirko Igor (Игорь Михайлович Кирко, 1918–2007) – Russian physicist 335
Kirshon Vladimir (Владимир Михайлович Киршон, 1902–1938) – Russian writer, playwright 609
Kläger Friedrich Wilhelm (1817–1875) – German playwright 599 
Klāns Pāvils (born Pauls Kovaļevskis, 1912–1979) – Latvian writer, journalist 833
Klauss Gunārs (b. 1926) – Latvian director, actor 615



911

Kļava Kārlis (1907–1943 – Latvian sportsman, shooter (shooting with automatic pistol) 758
Kļava Sigvards (b. 1962) – Latvian conductor, pedagogue 551, 555, 588, 589, 592
Kļaviņš Eduards (b. 1937) – Latvian art scholar 355, 665
Kļaviņš Jānis (b. 1921) – USA doctor of Latvian extraction 344
Kļaviņš Olafs (b. 1964) – Latvian bobsleighist (pilot, pusher), builder 773
Kleckins Ābrams (b. 1933) – journalist, film scholar 880
Kleiman Naum (Наум Ихильевич Клейман, b. 1937) – Russian film scholar 636
Klementjevs Andrejs (b. 1973) – economist, politician, member of the Saeima 121
Klementjevs Ivans (b. 1960) – rower (canoeing), coach, member of the Saeima 772, 773, 775, 776
Klētnieks Jānis (b. 1929) – Latvian astronomer, geodesist, science historian 355
Kļimoviča-Drēviņa Inta (nee Kļimoviča, b. 1951) – Latvian athlete (middle distance running), sports 

figure 769
Klinklāvs Aleksandrs (1899–1982) – architect 713
Klints Anta (1893–1970) – Latvian actress 606, 610
Klišāns Mārtiņš (b. 1967) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 589
Klotiņš Arnolds Laimonis (b. 1934) – Latvian musicologist 16, 341, 562, 566, 594, 795
Klucis Gustavs (1895–1938) – Latvian poster artist, designer, painter 666, 667
Kluša Vija (b. 1940) – Latvian doctor, pharmacologist 339
Knoll Matthias (b. 1963) – poet, renderer of verse 508, 509, 802
Knopken Andreas (Knöpken, Knopius, 1468–1539) – German theologian, church reformer in Baltic, 

poet 724, 799, 800
Koc Richard A. (b. 1951) – American specialist in literature, linguist 826
Koenen Gerd (b. 1944) – German historian, publicist 32
Kohl Johann Georg (1808–1878) – German writer, historian, geographer 247
Kokarēviča Margarita (b. 1957) – Latvian rower 772
Kokars Gido (1921–2017) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 543, 579
Kokars Imants (1921–2011) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 543, 555, 578, 579, 584
Kolbuszewski Stanisław (1901–1965) – Polish philologist 331
Kolga Margus (b. 1966) – Estonian diplomat 402
Komissarzhevskaya Vera (Bepa Федоровна Koмиcapжeвckaя, 1864–1910) – Russian actress 602 
Komorowski Bronisław Maria (b. 1952) – historian, President of Poland 862
Koņajevs Igors (Igor Konaev, Игорь Григорьевич Коняев, b. 1963) – stage director and artistic ma-

nager at theatre 868
Konrāde Ilze (b. 1944) – Australian swimmer of Latvian extraction 764
Konrāds Jānis (b. 1942) – Australian swimmer of Latvian extraction, coach 764
Koroļeva Ilze (b. 1960) – Latvian sociologist 468
Korotkov Vladimir (Владимир Викторович Коротков, b. 1948) – Russian tennis player 768
Korsh-Sablin Vladimir (Владимир Владимирович Корш-Саблин, 1900–1974) – Belarusian direc-

tor, actor 649
Koršunovas Oskaras (b. 1969) – Lithuanian director, playwright, scenic designer 626
Korzeniowski Robert Marek (b. 1968) – Polish athlete (distance walking) 777
Kosinsky Vladimir (Владимир Андреевич Косинский, 1866–1938) – Russian economist 331
Kosteņecka Marina (Марина Григорьевна Костенецкая, b. 1945) – writer, radio journalist, public 

figure 872
Kotzebue August Friedrich Ferdinand von (1761–1819) – German playwright, writer 598
Kovaļčuka Svetlana (b. 1956) – philosopher, researcher of Russian culture history 468
Kovaļevska Maija (b. 1979) – Latvian singer 463, 559, 560
Kovals Ainārs (b. 1981) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw) 780, 783
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Kozak Roman (Роман Ефимович Козак, 1957–2010) – director  626, 868
Kozakeviča Ita (1955–1990) – philologist, translator, public figure, politician, member of the Supreme 

Council of the Republic of Latvia 844, 859
Kozlov Vladimir (Владимир Евгеньевич Козлов, b. 1958) – Russian bobsleighist (pusher) 773
Kozyrev Andrei (Андрей Владимирович Козырев, b. 1951) – diplomat, Foreign Minister of Russia, 

deputy of Russian State Duma 410, 
Krasinska Lija (1911–2009) – Latvian musicologist, pedagogue 878
Krastiņa Sandra (b. 1957) – Latvian painter 678
Krastiņš Jānis (b. 1943) – Latvian architecture historian, pedagogue 16, 349, 355, 356, 719
Krastkalns Andrejs (1868–1939) – Latvian lawyer, politician, solicitor, member of the Saeima 447
Krasts Guntars (b. 1957) – Latvian politician, member of the Saeima and European Parliament, Prime 

Minister 123, 415
Krause Johann Wilhelm von (1757–1828) – German architect 807
Krauss Clemens Heinrich (1893–1954) – Austrian conductor 535
Krauss Ernst (1899–1970) – German geologist 331
Kravchenko Maria (Мария Кравченко, b. 1982) – Russian director, camerawoman, script writer 641
Kreicbergs Toms (a.k.a. Tom Crosshill, b. 1985) – writer 512, 513
Kremer Marianne (nee Brückner, 1922–2011) – violinist 1 ap 800
Kremer Gidon (Gidons Krēmers, b. 1947) – Latvian violinist, conductor 21, 542, 876, 878
Kremer Markus (1898–1981) – violinist 878
Krenberga Dita (b. 1968) – Latvian flautist 552
Krese Solvita (b. 1967) – Latvian art scholar, curator 680, 686
Krēsliņš Jānis, sen. (b. 1924) – Latvian bibliographer, culture historian, man of letters 344, 503
Kriķis Aigars (1954–1999) – Latvian luge driver, coach, motor engineer 769, 770
Krimbergs Roberts (1874–1941) –  Latvian physiologist, biochemist 326
Krišjāne Zaiga (b. 1963) – Latvian geographer, demographer, pedagogue 208
Krišjānis Dimants (b. 1960) – Latvian rower, entrepreneur 771
Krišjānis Dzintars (1958–2014) – Latvian rower 771
Krisons Andrejs (1909–1945) – Latvian basketball player, football-player 756
Kristapsons Jānis (1939–2017) – Latvian specialist in information technology, scientometrics 345
Krištopans Vilis (b. 1954) – Latvian entrepreneur, member of the Saeima, Prime Minister  123, 148
Kroders Oļģerts (1921–2012) – Latvian director, actor, pedagogue 619, 621, 622, 625
Kroders Roberts (1892–1956) – Latvian writer, theatre critic, translator 500
Krodznieks Jānis (a.k.a. Jānis Krīgers, 1851–1924) – Latvian historian, pedagogue 326, 327
Kroģeris Alfons (1923–1989) – Latvian engineering specialist, electrical engineer 1 ap 300, 335
Kroll Frank-Lothar (b. 1959) – German historian, specialist in literature 796
Kronbergs Juris (b. 1946) – Latvian poet, renderer of verse 506, 507, 508
Kronlaks Rolands (b. 1973) – Latvian composer, pedagogue 550
Kronvalds Atis (a.k.a. Kronvaldu Atis, 1837–1875) – Latvian pedagogue, publicist, linguist 10, 95, 248, 

320, 326, 327, 470
Krüdener Barbara Juliane von (Barbara fon Krīdenere, 1764–1824) – Baltic German writer 810
Krugman Paul Robin (b. 1953) – American economist, the Nobel Prize laureate 174, 200
Krūkliņš Arnolds (1914–1994) – Latvian athlete (distance walking) 757
Krūmiņa Inta (b. 1949) – Latvian statistician, demographer 206 
Krūmiņa-Koņkova Solveiga (b. 1960) – Latvian philosopher, researcher of religions 16, 751
Krūmiņš Artūrs (1879–1969) – Latvian architect, architecture historian  335
Krūmiņš Gatis (b. 1973) – Latvian historian, Rector of Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences 21
Krūmiņš Jānis (1930–1994) – Latvian basketball player, metal artist  762–765
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Krūmiņš Juris (b. 1947) – Latvian demographer, pedagogue  206, 208
Krutojs Georgs (Георгий Михайлович Крутой, b. 1938) – artist of Ukrainian extraction  879
Krūze Daiga (b. 1980) – Latvian painter 1 ap 685 
Krzyżanowski Julian (1892–1976) – Polish specialist in literature, folklorist 331
Kubin Alfred Leopold Isidor (1877–1959) – Austrian painter 832
Kublinskis Mihails (b. 1939) – Latvian director 618
Kudiņa Ilona (b. 1971) – Latvian flautist 553
Kuga Jānis (1878–1969) – Latvian painter, scenic designer 614
Kukaine Rita (1922–2011) – Latvian microbiologist, virologist 335, 337
Kukule Aija (b. 1956) – Latvian singer, pedagogue 548
Kūla Dainis (b. 1959) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw), entrepreneur 771, 772
Kulakova Ieva (a.k.a. Kalniņa, b. 1969) – Latvian art scholar, curator  689
Kūle Maija (b. 1951) – Latvian philosopher 16, 18, 342, 353, 356, 477
Kulej Jerzy Zdzisław (1940–2012) – Polish boxer 764
Külpe Frances (Frānsesa Kilpe, 1862–1936) – Baltic German  writer 822, 823
Kulikov Georgi (Georgijs Kuļikovs, Георгий Степанович Куликов, b. 1947) – Russian swimmer 768
Kundziņš Kārlis (1902–1992) – Latvian theatre historian, specialist in literature 341
Kundziņš Krišjānis (1905–1993) – Latvian wrestler, coach 757
Kundziņš Pauls (1888–1983) – Latvian architect, pedagogue 702, 713, 717
Kupče Ēriks (b. 1955) – Latvian chemist, radio spectroscopist 339, 348
Kupčs Māris (b. 1966) – Latvian conductor, pedagogue 555
Kupriss Anita (b. 1958) – Latvian composer, conductor, organist 540
Kupstas Aleksandras Vytautas (1898–1964) – Lithuanian actor, director 856
Kurcijs Andrejs (born Andrejs Kuršinskis, 1884–1959) – Latvian writer, poet, renderer of verse 664
Kursīte-Pakule Janīna (b. 1952) – Latvian specialist in literature, folklorist, member of the Saeima 354, 

356
Kusiņš Gunārs (b. 1963) – Latvian lawyer, pedagogue, justice of the Constitutional Court 120
Küt(t)ner Karl August (1749–1800) – pedagogue of German extraction, writer, translator 809
Kūtris Gunārs (b. 1960) – Latvian lawyer, politician, justice of the Constitutional Court, member of 

the Saeima 121
Ķuzis Valdis (b. 1945) – Latvian luge driver, mechanic 769
Kuzmickas Bronislavas Juozas (a.k.a. Bronius Kuzmickas, b. 1935) – Lithuanian philosopher, politi-

cian, member of Lithuanian Supreme Council and Seimas 408
Kuzmin Fyodor (Федор Михайлович Кузьмин, 1937–2006) – Commander of the Baltic Military 

District 89, 90
Kuzmins Afanasijs (b. 1947) – sportsman, shooter, coach 770, 771, 773, 775, 778
Kvelde Pauls (b. 1927) – Latvian conductor, pedagogue 579, 585
Kviesis Alberts (1881–1944) – Latvian politician, member of People’s Council, President of Latvia 127, 

756
Kwartin Zevulun (a.k.a. Zawel Kwartin, 1874–1952) – Russian/American cantor of Jewish extraction 

850

L
Laar Mart (b. 1960) – historian, Minister of Defence, Prime Minister of Estonia 412
Labuckis Jānis (1938–2015) – Latvian volleyball player, coach 764
Lāce Anda (b. 1982) – Latvian painter, sculptor 685
Lāce Anna (a.k.a. Asja Lācis, 1891–1979) – Latvian director 611
Lāce Rasma (1923–2008) – Latvian art scholar 671
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Lācis Dzintars (1940–1992) – Latvian cyclist (track), coach 766
Lācis Jūlijs Rihards (1892–1941) – Latvian writer, journalist, Minister of People’s Welfare, People’s 

Commissar of Education of LSSR 499, 500
Lācis Kārlis (b. 1977) – Latvian composer, arranger, pianist, producer 621
Lācis Teodors Žanis (1882–1946) – Latvian actor, director 849
Lācis Vilis (b. Jānis Vilhelms Lāce, 1904–1966) – Latvian writer, Chairman of the Council of People’s 

Commissars (Council of Ministers) of the Latvian SSR 501, 504, 506, 507
Laclos Pierre Choderlos de (1741–1803) – French writer, military figure 547
Laganovskis Leonards (b. 1955) – scenic designer, painter, graphic artist 678
Lagerlöf Selma (1858–1940) – Swedish writer 608
Lagzdiņš Kārlis (1896–1960) – Latvian actor 652
Laime Sandis (b. 1982) – Latvian folklorist 16
Laipenieks Edgars (b. 1940) – Chilean athlete of Latvian extraction, javelin thrower, decathlete 762
Laizāne Valentīna (b. 1934) – Latvian choreographer 862
Laizāne-Jurkāne Marika (b. 1977) – Latvian politologist, Secretary General of the Baltic Assembly 15, 

430
Lakstīgala Atvars (b. 1981) – Latvian conductor, French horn player 555
Lakučs Ivo (b. 1979) – Latvian cyclist (BMX class), coach 780
Lamberga Dace (b. 1948) – Latvian art scholar 664
Lambert Johann Heinrich (1728–1777) – Swiss physicist, philosopher, mathematician 806
Lamey Bernhard (1894–1980) – German journalist, writer 841
Lancmanis Imants (b. 1941) – Latvian art scholar, museologist, painter 21, 341, 355, 356, 792, 796, 

828, 834
Landsbergis Vytautas (b. 1932) – musicologist, people’s deputy of the Soviet Union, Chairman of the 

Supreme Council of Lithuania, member of the Seimas of Lithuania, member of European Parlia-
ment 400, 401, 409

Langa Liāna (Liāna Bokša, b. 1960) – Latvian poetess 514
Lange Jacob (Jākobs Lange, 1711–1777) – Lutheran clergyman of German extraction, superintendent 

at super-consistory of Vidzeme, lexicographer, translator 10, 246
Langen Albert (1869–1909) – German book publisher 824
Langheinrich Max (1869–1924) – German architect 824
Lapa Līga (b. 1953) – Latvian historian 17, 460
Lapčenoks Viktors (b. 1947) – Latvian singer 548
Lapenieks Niki (a.k.a. Brigita Lapenieks, 1933–2012) – co-founder of IDA (International Documen-

tary Association), member of the Board 646
Lapenieks Vilis Jānis (1908–1983) – Latvian actor, director, photographer 645, 646, 651, 652
Lapenieks Vilis Mārtiņš (Vilis Lapenieks Junior, 1931–1987) – Latvian cameraman 645, 646
Lapiņš Andis (1948–1997) – Latvian entrepreneur, demographer, statistician 206
Lapiņš Ilmārs (b. 1944) – Latvian conductor 555
Laščonova Natālija (b. 1973) – gymnast 773
Laukēvics Indulis (ca 1918– ca 1941) – Latvian volleyball player, basketball player 759
Laube Eižens (1880–1967) – Latvian architect, pedagogue, Rector of the University of Latvia 708, 709, 

710, 712, 714, 715, 716, 717
Laurinkus Mečys (b. 1951) – Lithuanian politician, diplomat, member of the Seimas 412
Lavendelis Egons (b. 1934) – Latvian engineer (mechanics expert), pedagogue, Rector of RTU 335
Laviņš Aldis (b. 1973) – Latvian lawyer, justice of the Constitutional Court 120
Lavrenyov Boris (Бopиc Андреевич Лaвpeнев, born Бopиc Андреевич Сергеев, 1891–1959) – Rus-

sian writer, playwright, journalist 611, 616
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Lavry Marc (1903–1967) – Jewish composer, conductor 851
Lazdenieks Aivars (b. 1954) – Latvian rower, security officer 769
Lazdiņš Jānis (b. 1966) – Latvian law historian  17
Lebedev Pyotr (Петр Николаевич Лебедев, 1866–1912) – Russian physicist 326
Lediņš Hardijs (1955–2004) – Latvian architect (theoretician), musician, journalist 678–680
Ļedjajevs Aleksejs (Aleksei Ledyaev, Алексей Семенович Ледяев, b. 1956) – founder and leader of 

religious sect Jaunā paaudze (New Generation) 747
Lehár Ferenc (1870–1948) – Hungarian composer 613
Leibniz Gottfried Wilhelm (1646–1716) – German mathematician, philosopher 803
Leiko Marija (1887–1938) – actress 514, 610, 638
Leilands Kārlis (1895–1961) – Latvian weight lifter 754, 755
Leinvande Faina (b. 1950) – pianist of Jewish extraction 862
Leinvands Mihaels (b. 1949) – conductor of Jewish extraction, composer, folklorist, pedagogue 862
Leitāns Ansis (1815–1874) – Latvian journalist, man of letters, translator 486
Lejiņš Atis (b. 1942) – Latvian historian, politician, member of the Saeima 180
Lejiņš Jānis (1899–1990) – Latvian actor, director, writer, painter 606, 614, 615
Lejiņš Paulis (1883–1959) – Latvian agrarian scientist, live-stock breeding specialist, science organiser 

335
Lejiņš Pēteris (1909–2002) – Latvian lawyer, sociologist, public figure 344
Lekan Thomas M. (b. 1967) – American historian, relating to the history of civilization 818
Lēmanis Valfrīds (1914–1975) – Latvian director, cameraman, photographer 646
Lemperts Grigorijs (1906–1980) – physician, demographer 209, 210
Lenau Nikolaus (born Nikolaus Franz Niembsch Edler von Strehlenau, 1802–1850) – Austrian poet 

816
Lenin Vladimir (born Vladimir Ulyanov, Владимир Ильич Ленин, Владимир Ильич Ульянов, 

1870–1924) – founder of Leninism ideology, Russian politician revolutionary, leader of Bolshevik 
party, head of the government of Soviet Russia and the USSR   136, 576, 616, 642 

Lenz Jakob Michael Reinhold (Jākobs Mihaels Reinholds Lencs, 1751–1792) – Baltic German writer, 
playwright 444, 791, 810-813, 835  

Leontief Wassily (Василий Васильевич Леонтьев, 1905–1999) – American economist of Russian 
extraction, the Nobel Prize laureate 330

Lermontov Mikhail (Михаил Юрьевич Лермонтов, 1814–1841) – Russian poet, prose-writer, 
playwright 833, 851

Leščevskis Eižens (a.k.a. Ježijs, born Zenons Simeons Leščevskis, 1902–1969) – ballet-dancer of Polish 
extraction, ballet-master 855

Ļeščovs Vladimirs (Владимир Лещов, b. 1970) – artist, script writer, director 880
Leskov Nikolai (Николай Семеенович Лесков, 1831–1895) – Russian writer 821, 832
Lessing Gotthold Ephraim (1729–1781) – German poet, playwright 595, 596, 599, 812, 816, 853
Letts Tracy (b. 1965) – American writer, playwright, script writer, actor 626
Lévi-Strauss Claude (1908–2009) – French social anthropologist, philosopher 48
Levits Egils (b. 1955) – Latvian lawyer, politologist, diplomat, Minister of Justice, judge at the Court of 

Justice of the European Union 12, 259, 472
Lewis Richard Donald (b. 1930) – British social theoretician, writer 476
Leytush Arkady (Аркадий Лейтуш, b. 1951) – 878
Liberte-Rebane Amanda (1883–1981) –  Latvian singer of Estonian extraction 532
Liberts Guntis (b. 1950 ) – Latvian physicist 347
Liberts Ludolfs (1895–1959) – Latvian scenic designer, painter, pedagogue 676
Lībiņa-Egnere Inese (b. 1977) – Latvian lawyer, politician, member of the Saeima 121
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Lībiņš Eduards (1931–?) – Latvian volleyball player 763, 764
Līdaka Marģeris (1928–2003) – Latvian chemist (organic chemistry) 335
Lidmanis Jānis (1910–1986) – Latvian basketball player, football-player 756
Līduma Madara (b. 1982) – Latvian biathlete, teacher 780
Liedskalniņa Antra (1930–2000) – Latvian actress 618
Lieģis Imants (b. 1955) – Latvian politician, diplomat, member of the Saeima, minister 451
Lielausis Oļģerts (b. 1930) – Latvian physicist 349
Lieldidžs Uldis (b. 1933) – Latvian actor 647
Lielpēteris Jānis (1937–2009) – Latvian physicist, science organiser, president of Latvian Academy of 

Sciences 335, 345
Liepiņa Lidija (1891–1985) – Latvian physical chemist 334, 335, 337
Liepiņš Dainis (b. 1962) – Latvian cyclist (track), member of the Saeima 772
Liepiņš Edgars (1929–1995) – Latvian actor, singer 619
Liepiņš Edvards (b. 1944) – Latvian physical chemist 339, 348
Liepiņš Jānis (1894–1964) – Latvian painter 663
Liepiņš Modris (b. 1966) – Latvian athlete (distance walking), pedagogue 777
Liepiņš Roberts (b. 1952) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 589
Liepiņš Zigmars (b. 1952) – Latvian composer, pianist, arranger 548
Lietiņš Kārlis (1908–1979) – Latvian choir conductor 582
Lifšics Tovijs (1928–2015) – conductor, violinist, pedagogue 878
Līgotņu Jēkabs (born Jēkabs Roze, 1874–1942) – Latvian literature historian, critic, writer, journalist 

448, 500
Liliencron Detlev von (born Friedrich Adolf Axel Freiherr von Liliencron, 1844–1909) – German 

poet, writer, playwright 827
Linde Ilgars (1922–1999) – Latvian director, cameraman, producer, journalist 629, 647
Linderman Vladimir (Vladimirs Lindermans, Владимир Ильич Линдерман, b. 1958) – politician of 

Jewish extraction, National Bolshevik 145
Lindner Johann Gotthelf (1729–1776) – German pedagogue, publicist, writer 1 pc 700
Linē Aija (b. 1973) – Latvian molecular biologist 806
Liniņš Arnolds (1930–1998) – Latvian actor, director, pedagogue 618, 619, 625
Lipman Levi (Леви Липман, ?–1745) – financier of Jewish extraction 730
Ļisicina Jevgeņija (b. 1942) – organist, pedagogue 554
Liszt Ferenc (1811–1886) – Hungarian composer, pianist, conductor, pedagogue 597
Līventāls Ansis (1803–1878) – Latvian poet, translator 486
Loeber August (Augusts Lēbers, 1865–1948) – Baltic German lawyer, law scholar  331, 794, 853
Loeber Dietrich André (Dītrihs Andrejs Lēbers, 1923–2004) – Baltic German politologist, law scholar 

339, 344, 349 
Logina Zenta (nee Knope, 1908–1983) – Latvian textile artist, painter 673
Logunov Viktor (Виктор Алексеевич Логунов, b. 1944) – Russian cyclist, coach 765
Lohmüller Johann (ca 1483–1560) – one of the initiators of Lutheran Reformation movement in Riga, 

diplomat 724
Lomonosov Mikhail (Михаил Васильевич Ломоносов, 1711–1765) – Russian enlightener, pedago-

gue, writer, scientist 806
Losevs Jurijs (a.k.a. Juris Losevs, Юрий Лосев, b. 1949) – actor, director 871
Losev Semyon (Семен Михайлович Лосев, b. 1946) – director of Russian extraction 867, 871
Lotman Yuri (Юрий Михайлович Лотман, 1922–1993) – Russian philosopher, culturologist, semio-

tician 657
Luijs IX (Louis IX, 1214–1270) – King of France  48
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Louis XVIII (Louis Stanislas Xavier de France, 1755–1824) – King of France  47
Löwis of Menar Karl von (Karls fon Lēviss of Menārs, 1855–1930) – Baltic German librarian, historian 

696
Loze Ilze Biruta (b. 1936) – Latvian historian, archaeologist 354
Lubgāne Žanna (b. 1967) – Latvian actress 871
Lubitsch Ernst (1892–1947) – German/American film director of Jewish extraction, producer 638
Luchko Klara (Kлара Степановна Лучко, 1925–2005) – Ukrainian actress 649
Lučiņina Karina (Карина Лучинина, b. 1980) – actress 871
Luckmann Thomas (1927–2016) – Austrian/American philosopher, sociologist of Slovenian extrac-

tion 750
Lugailo Staņislavs (b. 1938) – volleyball player, coach 765
Lukevics Edmunds (1936–2009) – Latvian chemist (organic chemistry), organometallic chemistry  

335, 339, 349
Lukševičs Ervīns (b. 1955) – Latvian geologist, palaeontologist 349
Lulle Aija (b. 1975) – Latvian geographer, sociologist 208
Lulli Giovanni Battista (1632–1687) – French composer of Italian extraction, ballet-dancer 803
Lūriņš Valdis (b. 1951) – Latvian actor, director 619
Lūsēns Jānis (b. 1959) – Latvian composer, pianist, arranger 548, 621, 622
Lūsis Jānis (1897–1979) – Latvian geneticist, zoologist 334
Lūsis Jānis (b. 1939) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw), coach 764–771
Lūsis Voldemārs (b. 1974) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw), sports figure 770
Luther Martin (1483–1546) – German theologian, initiator of Reformation movement 485, 724, 725, 

799, 800
Lutz Jacob Oskar (Oskars Lucs, 1871–1950) – Baltic German chemist (organic chemistry) 330
Lyadov Anatoly (Анатолий Константинович Лядов, 1855–1914) – Russian composer, pedagogue 

527

M
Mackensen Lutz (1901–1992) – German linguist, ethnographer, lexicographer 798
Maculēvičs Valentīns (b. 1950) – Latvian director 870
Mačs Emīls (1892–1958) – Latvian actor, director, stage art pedagogue 607
Maddaloni Giuseppe (b. 1976) – Italian judoist 777
Mägi Paul (b. 1953) – Estonian conductor 552
Mahler Gustav (1860–1911) – Austrian composer of Jewish extraction, conductor 540, 545
Maimonides Moses (a.k.a. Moses ben Maimon, a.k.a. Rambam, 1135–1204) – Jewish philosopher, 

physician, rabbi 850
Maisky Mischa (b. 1948) – cellist of Jewish extraction 542, 876, 878
Makarov Aleksandr (Александр Федорович Макаров, b. 1951) – Russian athlete (javelin throw) 771
Malevich Kazimir (Казимир Северинович Малевич, Kazimierz Malewicz, 1878–1935) – Russian 

painter of Polish extraction, art theoretician, philosopher 662
Māliņa Sarmīte (b. 1960) – Latvian textile artist, designer, installation artist 681
Mālmeisters Aleksandrs (1911–1996) – Latvian mechanics expert, science organiser, Rector of RPI  

335, 337, 355
Malvess Augusts (1878–1951) – Latvian architect, pedagogue 706, 712, 717
Maļuhins Oļegs (b. 1969) – biathlete of Russian extraction, skier, biathlon coach 776
Mamaja Evita (b. 1976) – Latvian translator, writer 621
Mancelius Georgius (Georgs Mancelis, 1593–1654) – Baltic German Lutheran clergyman, man of 

letters, linguist 10, 246, 465, 485, 725
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Mandat Eric Paul (b. 1957) – American clarinettist, composer 546
Mankin Valentin (Валентин Григорьевич Манкин, 1938–2014) – USSR (Ukraine) yachtsman, coach 

771
Mann Heinrich (1871–1950) – German writer 824
Mann Thomas (1875–1955) – German writer 823–825
Mansbach Steven A. (b. 1950) – American art scholar 664
Mara Lya (Lia Mara, born Aleksandra Gudoviča, Alexandra Gudowitsch, 1897–1960) – German 

actress of Latvian/Polish extraction 638
Marcinkeviča Līga (b. 1975) – Latvian multi-media artist, curator 688
Mardzhanov Konstantin (Константин Марджанов, a.k.a. Константин Александрович 

Марджанишвили, Котэ Марджанишвили, Kote Marjanishvili, 1872–1933) – Russian director 
of Georgian extraction 603

Marhilēvičs Uldis (b. 1957) – Latvian composer, pianist 621
Marino Adrian (1921–2005) – Rumanian specialist in literature, critic 801
Marjaša Ruta (a.k.a. Ruta Šaca-Marjaša, 1927–2016) – solicitor, writer, politician, member of the Su-

preme Council of the Republic of Latvia 844
Mark Friedrich (born Friedrich Mark Müller, 1884–1962) – German actor, director 853
Markwort August (1832–1900/1811?–1900)  – German actor 597
Marnauza Māra (b. 1963) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 589, 591
Marshak Samuil (Самуил Яковлевич Маршак, 1887–1964) – Russian writer of Jewish extraction, 

poet, playwright, translator 617
Marvē Haralds (1900–1983) – sportsman, shooter (rapid-fire) 758
Marx Karl Heinrich (1818–1883) – German philosopher, political economist 45
Maskalāns Edgars (b. 1982) – Latvian bobsleighist (pilot) 782
Maskats Arturs (b. 1957) – Latvian composer 547, 558, 592, 868, 880
Māters Juris (a.k.a. Māteru Juris, 1845–1885) – Latvian writer, journalist  488
Matisons Artūrs (b. 1985) – Latvian cyclist (BMX class) 780
Matisons Hermanis (1894–1932) – Latvian chess-player 754, 766
Matsuura Koïchiro (b. 1937) – UNESCO Director-General 588
Matthisson Friedrich von (1761–1831) – German poet 816
Mattiesen Heinz (Heincs Matīsens, 1908–1976) – Baltic German historian 824
Matvejs Voldemārs (1877–1914) – Latvian painter, art theoretician 661, 662, 663
Mauriņa Zenta (1897–1978) – Latvian writer, essayist 456, 472, 504, 509–511
Mayorga Juan (b. 1965) – Spanish playwright 626
Mazzālītis Valentīns (1930–2017) – coach (javelin throw), pedagogue 768
McDonagh Martin (b. 1970) – Irish writer, playwright 662
Mecs Ādolfs (1888–1943) – Latvian violinist, pedagogue 850
Medem Dorothea von (Anna Charlotte Dorothea von Medem, 1761–1821) – Baltic German, Duchess 

of Courland and Semigallia, spouse of Peter von Biron 809
Meder Johann Valentin (1649–1719) – German composer, singer, organist 520, 808 
Mediņš Jānis (1890–1966) – Latvian composer, conductor 529, 530, 533, 535, 537, 539, 573
Mediņš Jāzeps (1877–1947) – Latvian composer, conductor 529, 573
Mediņš Jēkabs (1885–1971) – Latvian pedagogue, choir conductor, composer 529
Mednis Haralds (1906–2000) – Latvian choir conductor 579, 580
Medvedev Vadim (Вадим Андреевич Медведев, b. 1929) – economist, Secretary of the Central 

Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 70
Meiere Dace (b. 1973) – Latvian translator 512
Meierovics Zigfrīds Anna (1887–1925) – Latvian politician, diplomat, member of the Constitutional 

Assembly and Saeima, Prime Minister 18, 122, 325, 471, 840, 848
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Meikšāns Viesturs (b. 1980) – Latvian director 626
Meinhard (Meynardus, Meinnardus, Meinhart, Meinhard von Segeberg, 1130/1140–1196) – Christian 

missionary in Livonia, the first bishop of  Ikšķile 722, 744
Meisel Sándor – Hungarian economist 167
Melanchthon Philipp (born Philipp Schwartzerdt, 1497–1560) – German theologian, reformer, philo-

sopher, philologist 799
Melartin Erkki (1875–1937) – Finnish composer 528
Melbārde Ņina (1912–2008) – Latvian actress 614
Melbārdis Oskars (b. 1988) – Latvian bobsleighist (pilot) 784, 785
Melderis Emīls (1889–1979) – Latvian sculptor  663
Melderis Visvaldis (1915–1944) – Latvian basketball player 756
Melers Meijers (1929–2015) – Jewish culture historian (researcher of memorial sites of Holocaust 

victims) 844, 875
Mellenberga-Šveica Daina (b. 1939) – Latvian rower (rowing), chemist, sports and science organiser 

765
Mellis Oto (1906–1970) – Latvian mineralogist, pedagogue 333
Melngailis Emilis (1874–1954) – Latvian composer, folklorist, choir conductor, publicist 529, 570, 573, 

577, 578, 593
Melnikov Pyotr (Петр Иванович Мельников, 1867–1940) – director of Russian extraction 532
Melville Ludwig William (1837–1915) – Irish architect 717
Mence Selga (b. 1953) – Latvian composer, pedagogue 546, 592
Menders Fricis (1885–1971) – Latvian public figure, member of the Constitutional Assembly and 

Saeima 98, 138
Mengden Gustav von (Gustavs fon Mengdens, 1627–1688) – Baltic German poet, satirist, composer, 

Swedish major-general, politician 803
Meņģis Arvīds (b. 1923) – Latvian athlete (distance walking) 761
Meri Lennart (1929–2006) – Estonian writer, politician, President of Estonia 464
Merkel Garlieb Hellwig (Garlībs Helvigs Merķelis, 1769–1850) – Baltic German philosopher, writer, 

publicist 135, 321, 444–446, 469, 806, 807, 812    
Meyer Rudolf (Rūdolfs Meijers, 1880–1966) – Baltic German meteorologist, geophysicist, public 

figure 852
Meyerhold Vsevolod (Всеволод Эмильевич Мейерхольд, 1874–1940) – Russian stage director, actor, 

pedagogue 606, 607, 869
Mežgailis Bruno (1923–2003) – Latvian statistician, demographer, pedagogue 206, 210
Mező Júlia, see Urbánné Mező Júlia
Mežs Ilmārs (b. 1965) – Latvian demographer, historian, head of the Ofice IOM (International Orga-

nization for Migration) Latvia 208, 355
Michelson Leo (1887–1978) – painter, graphic artist 852
Mierlauks Aleksis (born Aleksis Frīdfelds, 1866–1943) – Latvian actor, director 600, 601, 604–606, 853
Mieželaitis Eduardas (1919–1997) – Lithuanian poet 544
Miglinieks Igors (b. 1964) – Latvian basketball player, coach 774
Mihkelson Ene (b. 1944) – Estonian writer 427
Mikkelsen Terje Wik (b. 1957) – Norwegian conductor 552
Mīlbrets Arnolds (1905–1968) – Latvian actor 613
Mileiko Ilze (b. 1982) – Latvian philologist, anthropologist, pedagogue 208
Mīlenbahs Kārlis (1853–1916) – Latvian linguist 248, 249, 262, 326
Miļēvičs Boļeslavs (1902–1974) – ballet-dancer, pedagogue 855
Millöcker Carl (1842–1899) – Austrian composer, conductor 613
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Miller Arthur (1915–2015) – American writer, playwright 622
Millers Tālis (b. 1929) – Latvian chemist, science organiser, President of Latvian Academy of Sciences 

337, 345
Miłosz Czesław (1911–2004) – Polish  specialist in literature, poet, writer, the Nobel Prize laureate 515
Mincs Pauls (1868–1941) – lawyer of Jewish extraction, state and public figure, member of the Con-

stitutional Assembly, minister 850
Mindenbergs Harijs (1907–1975) – Latvian journalist 760
Miņins Jānis (b. 1980) – Latvian bobsleighist (pilot) 780, 782
Minnikhanov Rustam (Рөстәм Нургали улы Миңнеханов, Röstäm Nurğäli ulı Miñnexanov, 

b. 1957) – President of Tatarstan 865
Mirbach Otto von (Otto Johann Heinrich von Mirbach, Oto fon Mirbahs, 1766?–1855) – Baltic Ger-

man public figure, culture historian 817
Misāne Agita (b. 1965) – Latvian researcher of religions  16, 751
Mishima Yukio (1925–1970) – Japanese writer, actor, film director 623
Misiano Viktor (Виктор Александрович Мизиано, b. 1957) – Russian art scholar, curator 690
Misiūnas Romualdas J. (b. 1945) – Lithuanian historian, diplomat 500
Miskarovs Arsens (b. 1961) – swimmer, coach 771
Mitchell Bill (a.k.a. William Francis Mitchell, b. 1952) – Australian economist 195
Mitrēvics Jānis (b. 1957) – Latvian painter  678, 682
Mitrēvics Miks (b. 1980) – Latvian multi-media artist 689
Molis Arūnas (b. 1978) – Lithuanian politologist 405
Möllersten Bror (1863–?) – Swedish pianist, pedagogue 533
Molnár Ferenc (1878–1952) – Hungarian playwright, writer 618
Molotov Vyacheslav (Вячеслав Михайлович Молотов, born Vyacheslav Skryabin, Вячеслав 

Михайлович Скрябин, 1890–1986) – Soviet state and party official, Chairman of the Council of 
People’s Commissars of the USSR, People’s Commissar (Minister) of Foreign Affairs of the USSR 
8, 32, 58, 62, 77, 697

Mombert Alfred (1872–1942) – German writer, poet 827
Montgomery Jon (Jonathan Riley “Jon” Montgomery, b. 1979) – Canadian skeletonist 782
Morbergs Kristaps (1844–1928) – Latvian architect, Maecenas 792
Moreino Sergejs (Sergei Moreino, Сергей Морейно, b. 1964) – poet, renderer of verse 873
Morewski Abraham (1886–1964) – Jewish actor, director  851
Morfov Alexander (Александър Морфов, b. 1960) – Bulgarian director, actor 626
Morris Mark William (b. 1956) – American ballet-dancer, choreographer 876
Morozov Pavlik (born Pavel Trofimovich Morozov, Павел Трофимович Морозов, 1918–1932) – 

martyr glorified by Soviet propaganda 637
Morozova Olga (Ольга Васильевна Морозова, b. 1949) – Russian tennis player 768
Morphy Paul Charles (1837–1884) – American chess-player 766
Mościcki Ignacy (1867–1946) – Polish chemistry technologist, President of Poland 325
Mozart Wolfgang Amadeus (1756–1791) – Austrian composer 535, 556, 688
Mrożek Sławomir (1930–2013) – Polish playwright, writer 870
Muceniece Aina (1924–2010) – Latvian doctor (virologist) 337, 350
Muceniece Otīlija (1871–1951) – Latvian actress, director 603
Mucenieks Rūdolfs (1908–1986) – Latvian actor 652
Mugurēvičs Ēvalds (b. 1931) – Latvian archaeologist, historian 10, 341, 354, 356, 
Muižnieks Ģirts (b. 1956) – Latvian 678
Muižnieks Valdis (1935–2013) – Latvian basketball player, sports figure 762–765
Münchhausen Börries von (Börries Albrecht Conon August Heinrich Freiherr von Münchhausen, 

1874–1945) – German writer, poet  819
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Muncis Jānis (1886–1955) – Latvian scenic designer, director 607
Münster Sebastian (1488–1552) –  priest of Franciscan Order, German cartographer, cosmographer, 

polyglot 485
Muratov Mikhail (Михаил Яковлевич Муратов, 1885–1944) – Russian actor, director  848
Mūrniece Ināra (b. 1970) – Latvian journalist, politician, member of the Saeima 121
Mūrnieks Andrejs (b. 1962) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 589, 592
Musset Alfred de (1810–1857) – French writer, playwright 618
Mussorgsky Modest (Модест Петрович Мусоргский, 1838–1881) – Russian composer 529
Müthel Johann Gottfried (1728–1788) – German composer, organist 520, 553, 809    
Muti Riccardo (b. 1941) – Italian conductor 558
Muzičenko Aleksandrs (Александр Алексеевич Музыченко, b. 1955) – yachtsman of Russian 

extraction, entrepreneur 771

N
Nabokov Vladimir (Владимир Владимирович Набоков, 1899–1977) – Russian and American 

writer, poet, translator, specialist in literature 832, 867
Nagobads-Ābola Aina (b. 1920) – Latvian physician (dentist), diplomat 164
Nakass Vlads (a.k.a. Vladislavs Nakass, 1888–1944) – conductor, organist, pedagogue 856 
Nākums Jēkabs (b. 1972) – Latvian biathlete, coach 776
Napoléon I, see Bonaparte Napoléon 
Napoléon III, see Bonaparte Charles Louis Napoléon
Nastavševs Vladislavs (b. 1978) – director of Russian extraction 622, 626, 871
Naydyonov Sergey (Сергей Александрович Найденов, 1868–1922) – Russian writer, playwright 604
Neiburga Katrīna (b. 1978) – Latvian multi-media artist 686, 690, 691
Neiburgs Ludvigs (1871–1948) – Latvian contractor 712 
Neikens Juris (1826–1868) – Latvian writer, parson 488, 566
Neikšāns Pēteris (dz. 1957) – Latvian motorist, coach, sports figure 787
Neilande Larisa (nee Savčenko, Лариса Ивановна Савченко, b. 1966) – tennis player of Ukrainian 

extraction, coach 787
Neilands Ojārs (1932–2003) – Latvian chemist (organic chemistry) 335, 338
Nelsons Andris (b. 1978) – Latvian conductor, trumpeter 463, 554, 555
Németh Ádám (b. 1986) – Hungarian geographer 208
Nemirovich-Danchenko Vladimir (Владимир Иванович Немирович-Данченко, 1858–1943) – Rus-

sian director 603
Nerips Aigars (b. 1967) – Latvian basketball coach 781
Nestroy Johann Nepomuk Eduard Ambrosius (1801–1862) – Austrian playwright, singer, actor 600
Neumann Wilhelm Johann Carl (Vilhelms Johans Karls Neimanis, 1849–1919) – art historian, archi-

tect of German extraction 696, 714, 795, 797
Neureiter Ferdinand Edler von (1893–1946) – Austrian forensic doctor 331
Newman Barnett (1905–1970) – American painter 676
Nezlobin Konstantin (Константин Николаевич Незлобин, born Алябьев, Konstantīns Ņezlobins, 

1857–1930) – Russian actor, director  603
Ņeznamova Ņina (Нина Фатеевна Незнамова, b. 1943) – actress  867
Nicholas I, see Romanov Nicholas I 
Nicholas II, see Romanov Nicholas II 
Nicholson Jack (a.k.a. John Joseph Nicholson, b. 1937) – American actor 656
Niedra Andrievs (1871–1942) – Latvian writer, public figure, politician, Lutheran clergyman 836
Nietzsche Friedrich Wilhelm (1844–1900) – German philosopher, philologist, psychologist 494
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Nīmanis Jēkabs (b. 1980) – Latvian composer, clarinettist 551
Nitišs Reinis (b. 1995) – Latvian motorist (rallycross) 787
Nollendorfs Valters (b. 1931) – Latvian writer, specialist in literature, museum figure 344
Nomals Pēteris (1876–1949) – Latvian bog researcher 335
Norītis Arvīds (1902–1981) – Latvian violinist, pedagogue, conductor 535
Norvilis Jānis (1906–1994) – Latvian composer, choir conductor 537, 539, 573
Novalis (born Georg Philipp Friedrich Freiherr von Hardenberg, 1772–1801) – German poet, mystic 

494, 827
Nukša Mārtiņš (1878–1942) – Latvian architect, diplomat 705, 706, 712
Nuroks Ārons (1875–1941) – rabbi, member of the Constitutional Assembly and Saeima 850
Nurock Mordechai (a.k.a. Markuss Nuroks, Mordehajs Nuroks, 1884–1962) – rabbi, politician of Lat-

via and Israel, member of the Saeima and Knesset, Minister of Postal Services of Israel  471,  841
Nutt Mart (b. 1962) – Estonian historian, member of Riigikogu 408

O
Offenberg Philipp – German politologist 198
Ohnesorg Karl (1867–1919) – German composer, chapel-master 816
Ojanen Hanna (b. 1966) – politologist 415
Okuņs Vladimirs (b. 1943) – singer 877
Opolais Kristīne (b. 1979) – Latvian singer 559, 560
Orff Carl (1895–1982) – German composer 529, 545
Orlova Anna (b. 1972) – Latvian luge driver, coach 780
Ose Ieva (b. 1961) – Latvian archaeologist, art historian 354
Osis Guntis (b. 1962) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher) 773
Osis Jānis (1895–1973) – Latvian actor, director 606
Osokins Andrejs (b. 1984) – pianist of Russian extraction 879
Osokins Georgijs (b. 1995) – pianist of Russian extraction 879
Osokins Sergejs (b. 1960) – pianist of Russian extraction, music pedagogue 879
Ostapenko Jeļena (b. 1997) – tennis player 787
Osten Marissa von der (Marisa fon der Ostena, 1887–1971) – Baltic German writer 824
Osten-Sacken Peter von der (Pēteris fon der Ostens-Zakens, 1887–1936) – Baltic German poet, singer 

824
Ostrovsky Alexander (Александр Николаевич Островский, 1823–1886) – Russian playwright 599, 

602, 619, 622, 848
Ostwald Eugen (Eižens Ostvalds, 1851–1932) – Baltic German forest scientist 331
Ostwald Wilhelm Friedrich (1853–1932) – Baltic German chemist, founder of physical chemistry, 

philosopher, the Nobel Prize laureate 319, 323–325, 330
Ozers Cēzars (b. 1937) – Latvian basketball player, sports pedagogue 764
Ozoliņa Elvīra (b. 1939) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw) 770
Ozoliņa Lidija (1912–2004) – Latvian gymnast 759
Ozoliņa Lilita (b. 1947) – Latvian actress 650, 868
Ozoliņš Arturs (b. 1946) – Latvian pianist 561
Ozoliņš Jēkabs (b. 1945) – Latvian conductor, pedagogue 589
Ozoliņš Mārtiņš (b. 1974) – Latvian conductor 589
Ozoliņš Pēteris (1864–1938) – Latvian actor, director 600–602
Ozoliņš Sandis (b. 1972) – Latvian hockey player, entrepreneur 778, 781, 786
Ozolins Uldis (b. 1948) – Latvian politologist, linguist 245
Ozols Arnis (b. 1955) – Latvian actor, director 621
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Ozols Arturs (1912–1964) – Latvian linguist, folklorist 340
Ozols Dainis (b. 1966) – Latvian cyclist, coach 775
Ozols Jānis (b. 1972) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher), economist 777
Ozols Leo (1926–1975) – Latvian cameraman, producer 647

P
Padegs Andris (b. 1929) – Latvian computer scientist 344
Padegs Kārlis (1911–1940) – Latvian graphic artist, painter 665
Paidere Ruta (b. 1977) – Latvian composer, pedagogue 551
Pakalniņa Laila (b. 1962) – Latvian film director 636, 637, 688
Pakalniškis Vytautas (b. 1944) – lawyer, politician, member of the Seimas of Lithuania, Minister of 

Justice of Lithuania 415
Pakule Elfrīda (1912–1991) – Latvian singer 354 
Palakauskaitė Emilija – Lithuanian theatre actress in Latvia, director 856
Palameika Madara (b. 1987) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw) 783
Palmer Alan Warwick (b. 1926) – English historian 459
Palmgren Selim (1878–1951) – Finnish composer, pianist, conductor 528
Pander Oskar von (Oskars fon Panders, 1883–1968) – Baltic German composer, writer 854
Panteļejevs Gļebs (b. 1965) – sculptor 879
Pantenius Theodor Hermann (Teodors Hermanis Panteniuss, 1843–1915) – Baltic German writer, 

journalist 820, 821
Paracco Antonio (18th cent.) – Italian architect 701
Parrot Georg Friedrich (Georgs Frīdrihs Parrots, a.k.a. Žoržs Frēderiks Parro, 1767–1852) – physicist 

of French extraction, nature scientist, rector of Tartu (Dorpat) University 321
Pärt Arvo (b. 1935) – Estonian composer 547
Paškēvičs Jevgeņijs (Евгений Михайлович Пашкевич, b. 1948) – film director, script writer, produ-

cer 880
Patkul Johann Reinhold von (Reinholds fon Patkuls, 1660–1707) – Baltic German lawyer, politician, 

diplomat 817
Pattison James William (1844–1915) – American painter, art critic 661
Paucker Magnus Georg (Magnuss Georgs Paukers, 1787–1855) – Baltic German mathematician, as-

tronomer, metrologist 321
Pauloviča Ieva (b. 1979) – Latvian musicologist, culture historian 803
Pauls Raimonds (b. 1936) – Latvian composer, pianist, member of the Saeima, Minister of Culture 21, 

548, 593, 621, 868, 871
Pauls-Pāvuls Andris (b. 1965) – Latvian member of the Board of Latvian National Independence 

Move ment, delegate of Citizens’ Congress of the Republic of Latvia 63
Pavlina Iveta (1965–2008) – Latvian statistician, demographer 208
Pāvuls Eduards (1929–2006) – Latvian actor 648, 649
Peitāns Jānis (1801–1859) – Latvian servant at Dikļi Manor 598
Peive Jānis (1906–1976) – Latvian agrochemist, science organiser, Soviet public official 334, 335, 355
Pēkšēns Konstantīns (1859–1928) – Latvian architect 571, 706, 708, 712, 714, 716, 792
Pelēcis Georgs (b. 1947) – Latvian composer, musicologist, pedagogue 545
Pelše Arvīds (1899–1983) – Soviet state and party official, the First Secretary of the Central Commit-

tee of the Communist Party of Latvia  340, 577
Pelše Stella (b. 1972) – Latvian art scholar   16, 692
Pērkone Inga (b. 1966) – Latvian film scholar   16, 659
Peter I, see Romanov Peter I 
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Peters Jānis (b. 1939) – Latvian poet, politician, diplomat  65, 548
Pētersone Karina (b. 1954) – Latvian philologist, politician 14
Pētersons Arvīds (1913–1985) – Latvian hockey player, basketball player, volleyball player    759
Pētersons Jūlijs (1880–1945) – Latvian writer, playwright  605
Pētersons Kristaps (b. 1982) – Latvian composer, contrabass player  551
Pētersons Ojārs (b. 1956) – Latvian graphic artist, designer, multi-media artist 678, 681, 688
Pētersons Pēteris (1923–1998) – Latvian writer, playwright, director 617–619
Petipa Marius (1818–1910) – Russian ballet-dancer of French extraction, pedagogue, choreographer 

597
Petrašēvics Viktors (1925–2003) – ballet-dancer, director, cameraman, producer  646
Petraškevičs Jānis (b. 1978) – Latvian composer 550, 
Petrenko Dmitrijs (b. 1981) – director  871
Petrevics Andrejs (1883–1939) – lawyer, politician, member of the Constitutional Assembly and 

Saeima 98
Petrockis Harijs (b. 1964) – Latvian director 870
Petrov Yevgeny (Евгений Петров, born Евгений Петрович Катаев, 1902–1942) – Russian writer, 

journalist, script writer 625
Pfitzner Hans (1869–1949) – German composer 824
Piebalgs Andris (b. 1957) – Latvian pedagogue, politician 14
Pīlāgs Edmunds (1927–1995) – Latvian athlete (sprint), pedagogue 761
Piņķis Oļģerts (1914–?) – Latvian economist, demographer 205
Piotrowski Piotr (1952–2015) – Polish art scholar 674
Pīrāga Inta (b. 1967) – Latvian musicologist, radio journalist 590
Pirang Heinrich Gerhard (Heinrihs Pīrangs, a.k.a. Heincs Pīrangs, 1876–1936) – Baltic German 

architect 694, 703, 713
Pisarev Modest (c Модест Иванович Писарев, 1844–1905) – Russian actor, pedagogue, critic 602
Pistohlkors Gert von (Gerts fon Pistolkorss, b. 1935) – Baltic German historian 795
Placinska Alla (nee Jerjomenko, b. 1961) – philologist, pedagogue 512
Plakans Andrejs (b. 1940) – Latvian historian 455
Plakidis Pēteris (1947–2017) – Latvian composer, pianist, pedagogue 546, 561, 592, 593
Plath Ulrike (b. 1972) – German historian 796
Plāte Modris (b. 1951) – Latvian Lutheran clergyman 466
Platen-Hallermünde Karl August Georg Maximilian Graf von (1796–1835) – German poet, playwright 

816, 827
Plato (Πλάτων, ca 427 – ca 348 BC) – Ancient Greek philosopher, mathematician 494
Platpers Arvīds (b. 1948) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 589
Plaude Kārlis (1897–1975) – Latvian engineering specialist, science organiser, president of Latvian 

SSR Academy of Sciences 335
Pļaviņš Mārtiņš (b. 1985) – Latvian volleyball player (beach volleyball) 781, 783
Pleps Jānis (b. 1982) – Latvian lawyer, constitutional law specialist 15, 130, 472
Plēsnieks Artūrs (b. 1992) – Latvian weight lifter 783
Plettenberg Wolter von (ca 1450–1535) – Master of the Livonian Order 467, 809, 817
Plinius Basilius (Bazilijs Plīnijs, ca 1540–1605) – Baltic German physician, poet 462, 798, 802
Plismane Skaidrīte (nee Vēgnere, b. 1933) – Latvian volleyball player, sports pedagogue 763
Plotnieks Andris (b. 1938) – Latvian lawyer, member of the Supreme Council of the Republic of 

Latvia, people’s deputy of the Soviet Union 73
Plotņikova Veronika (Вероника Плотникова, b. 1976) – actress, singer 867
Plūme Roberts (1897–1956) – Latvian lawyer, skier, cyclist, sports organiser 754
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Plympton Bill (b. 1946) – animation film director, producer 640
Počs Konstantīns (1912–1994) – Latvian physicist, inventor, Maecenas 333
Počs Mārtiņš (b. 1985) – Latvian actor 636
Podiņš-Sārums Mārcis (1799–1859) – Latvian builder 712
Podnieks Juris (1950–1992) – Latvian film director, cameraman 643-646
Podnieks Kaspars (b. 1980) – Latvian photographer, multi-media artist 690
Poga Andris (b. 1980) – Latvian conductor, trumpeter 555
Poga Juris (b. 1957) – Latvian architect 706
Pogodin Nikolai (born Nikolai Stukalov, Николай Федорович Погодин, 1900–1962) – Russian 

writer, playwright 609, 615, 616
Pohl Emil (1824–?) – German writer, playwright, director 599
Poikāns Māris (b. 1962) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher, pilot), entrepreneur 773
Poļakovs Aleksandrs (b. 1953) – singer 877
Polevitskaya Elena (Елена Александровна Полевицкая, 1881–1973) – Russian actress 609
Polis Ernests (a.k.a. Ernests Pole, 1872–1914) – Latvian architect 708, 712
Polis Miervaldis (b. 1948) – Latvian painter, performance artist 677
Poļisadovs Romāns (b. 1964) – singer 877 
Pommers Jānis (Иоанн Андреевич Поммер, 1876–1934) – archbishop of Latvian Orthodox Church, 

politician, member of the Saeima 735, 746, 847
Pone Gundaris (1932–1994) – Latvian composer, conductor 540, 561
Popov Boris (Борис Анфирович Попов, 1871–1950) – mineralogist of Russian extraction, crystal-

lographer 331
Poruks Jānis (1871–1911) – Latvian writer, poet 494, 495, 503
Poruks Jēkabs (1895–1963) – Latvian music critic, composer 573, 581
Porziņģis Kristaps (b. 1995) – Latvian basketball player 787
Prānis Guntars (b. 1971) – Latvian musicologist, pedagogue 555
Praudiņš Boriss (Борис Праудиньш, 1908–1975) – Latvian actor, director, pedagogue 617
Prauliņš Uģis (b. 1957) – Latvian composer 549, 592
Priede Gunārs (1928–2000) – Latvian writer, playwright 613, 617, 619, 869
Priedkalns Jānis (b. 1934) – Latvian doctor, pedagogue, member of the Saeima 208
Priednieks-Kavara Artūrs (born Artūrs Vilhelms Priednieks, 1901–1979) – Latvian singer 532
Prīmanis Jēkabs (1892–1971) – Latvian doctor, anthropologist 331, 333
Prince Hilda (1914–2011) – Latvian actress 614
Prokofiev Sergei (Сергей Сергеевич Прокофьев, 1891–1953) – Russian composer, pianist, conduc-

tor 533, 544
Prūsis Sandis (b. 1965) – Latvian bobsleighist (pilot), coach 777
Puccini Giacomo (1858–1924) – Italian composer  559, 851
Pūce Voldemārs (1906–1981) – Latvian theatre and film director 630
Pūcītis Uldis (1937–2000) – Latvian actor, film director 619
Pugo Boriss (1937–1991) – chairman of the KGB in Latvia, the First Secretary of the Central Commit-

tee of the Communist Party of Latvia, Minister for the Interior of the USSR 89
Pujats Jānis (b. 1930) – Latvian cardinal of Roman Catholic Church in Latvia 745
Pumpēns Pauls (b. 1947) – Latvian molecular biologist 339
Pumpure Maija (a.k.a. Maija Kaufmane, b. 1941) – Latvian rower  765
Purgals Jānis (1869–1934) – Latvian notary public, member of the Saeima 98, 120, 126
Puriņš Bruno (1928–2001) – Latvian electrochemist, science organiser, President of Latvian SSR Aca-

demy of Sciences 337, 345, 355
Purvinis Antanas – director at Lithuanian theatre in Latvia 856
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Purvītis Vilhelms (1872–1945) – Latvian painter, pedagogue, Rector of the Art Academy of Latvia 445, 
661, 662, 685

Purvs Arvīds (b. 1926) – Latvian conductor, composer, publicist 583, 584
Pushkin Alexander (Александр Сергеевич Пушкин, 1799–1837) – Russian poet, writer 505, 625, 

833, 864, 877
Putin Vladimir (Владимир Владимирович Путин, b. 1952) – Russian politician, Prime Minister of 

Russia, President of the Russian Federation 38, 40
Putniņa Aivita (b. 1969) – Latvian social anthropologist 208
Putniņš Kaspars (b. 1966) – Latvian conductor 555, 587, 592
Putniņš Pauls (b. 1937) – Latvian playwright, member of the Saeima 617, 618
Putrāma Zaiga (b. 1956) – Latvian textile artist  682
Putrāms Juris (b. 1956) – Latvian graphic artist, installation artist 678

R
Rachmaninoff Sergei (Сергей Васильевич Рахманинов, 1873–1943) – Russian composer, pianist 530
Račevskis Edgars (b. 1936) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue, composer 579, 592 
Radēviča Ineta (b. 1981) – Latvian athlete (long jump, triple jump) 783
Radziņš Pēteris  (1881–? after 1940) – Latvian contractor 712
Radzobe Silvija (b. 1950) – Latvian theatre scholar 355
Rafalsons Jakovs (Яков Абрамович Рафальсон, b. 1946) – actor 867, 868
Rainis (born Jānis Pliekšāns, 1865–1929) – Latvian poet, playwright, translator, member of the Con-

stitutional Assembly and Saeima, Minister of Education 18, 20, 128, 136, 332, 341, 447, 468, 461, 
471, 494, 496, 497, 501, 503–507, 512, 518, 530, 543, 548, 604, 605–608, 612, 614, 616, 618, 619, 
621, 627, 635, 731, 857, 868, 870, 872 

Ramakrišnana Uma (Uma Ramakrishnan) – researcher at International Monetary Fund  195
Ramiņš Imants (b. 1943) – Latvian composer, choir conductor, violinist 540, 561, 587, 592
Ramm Nikolaus (?–1532) – poet, translator of ecclesiastical texts, founder of the first Lutheran con-

gregation in Riga 724
Rašina Sāra (1920–1941) – violinist of Jewish extraction 851
Rasmanis Artis (b. 1971) – Latvian motorist (sidecar racing), member of the Saeima 787
Rastorgujevs Andrejs (b. 1988) – Latvian biathlete 786
Rastrelli Bartolomeo Francesco (1700–1771) – Russian architect of Italian extraction 679, 796
Ratnere Rea (a.k.a. Rebeka Ratnere, 1901–1941) – singer, pedagogue 850
Ratniece Santa (b. 1977) – Latvian composer 550
Ratniks Mārtiņš (b. 1975) – Latvian multi-media artist 688
Raudive Konstantīns (1909–1974) – Latvian writer, philosopher, parapsychologist, translator 510, 511
Raudziņš Džems (1910–1979) – Latvian basketball player 756
Ravdone-Krodere Silvija (1940–2017) – Latvian basketball player, lawyer 764, 766
Ražuks Romualds (Romualdas Ražukas, b. 1955) – physician of Lithuanian extraction, public figure, 

member of the Saeima 844
Rebeka Marina (b. 1980) – singer 559
Recke Elisa von der (Elīza fon der Reke, 1754–1833) – Baltic German writer, public figure 793, 809, 

810
Recke Johann Friedrich von (Johans Frīdrihs fon Reke, 1764–1846) – Baltic German historian, litera-

ture historian 321
Reger Max (Johann Baptist Joseph Maximilian Reger, 1873–1916) – German composer, conductor, 

pianist 825
Rehehusen Johann Georg (?– ca 1650) – Lutheran clergyman of German extraction, linguist 485
Reichert Heinz (1877–1940) – Austrian libretist 608
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Reidzāne Beatrise (b. 1942) – Latvian folklorist, linguist  16, 354
Reinhardt Max (born Maximilian Goldmann, 1873–1943) – German director of Austrian extraction, 

American actor 604, 610
Reirs Jānis (b. 1961) – Latvian member of the Saeima, minister 485
Reiters Jānis (a.k.a. Johans Reiters, Johannes Reuter, ca 1632–ca 1695) – Latvian parson, linguist, 

translator 485, 493
Reiters Teodors (1884–1956) – Latvian conductor 531, 532, 573, 574
Repše Einārs (b. 1961) – Latvian member of the Board of Latvian National Independence Movement, 

member of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia, president of the Bank of Latvia, mem-
ber of the Saeima, Prime Minister 63, 123

Repše Gundega (b. 1960) – Latvian writer, art scholar 508, 509, 518
Resnis Imants (b. 1949) – Latvian conductor, cellist, pedagogue 552
Rezevska Daiga (b. 1974) – Latvian lawyer, justice of the Constitutional Court 120
Rhode-Ebeling Hermann (Hermanis Rode-Ebelings, 1846–1906) – director of German extraction, 

actor 600, 601
Ribbentrop Ulrich Friedrich Wilhelm Joachim von (1893–1946) – Minister of Foreign Affairs of Nazi 

Germany  8, 32, 58, 62, 77, 697
Rībena-Vītola Astra (b. 1959) – Latvian luge driver, sports pedagogue 770
Ribulis Aili – researcher, employee/official at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Estonia 419
Rickert Heinrich John (1863–1936) – German philosopher 433
Riekstiņš Māris (b. 1963) – Latvian diplomat, minister 164
Riel Jørn (b. 1931) – Danish writer 832
Rilke Rainer Maria (1875–1926) – Austrian writer 824, 825, 830
Rimscha Hans von (Hanss fon Rimša, 1899–1987) – Baltic German historian, publicist 828
Rimsky-Korsakov Nikolai (Николай Андреевич Римский-Корсаков, 1844–1908) – Russian compo-

ser, pedagogue, conductor 525, 527–529
Riņķis Artūrs (b. 1942) – Latvian artist, designer 668
Riše Indra (b. 1966) – Latvian composer 549
Rīsmane Iveta (b. 1964) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 591
Rist Johann (1607–1667) – German theologian, poet 800
Ristori Adelaide (1822–1906) – Italian actress 597
Ritenberga Dzidra (1928–2003) – Latvian actress, director 648
Ritenis Jānis (1925–2007) – Latvian diplomat, member of Board of the World Federation of Free Lat-

vians, member of the Saeima, minister 76
Ritmane Lolita (a.k.a. Lolita Ritmanis, b. 1962) – Latvian composer, conductor 646
Rivošs Elmārs (1906–1957) – Latvian ceramist 875
Rodchenko Alexander (Александр Михайлович Родченко, 1891–1956) – Russian sculptor, photo-

grapher, designer, graphic artist 667, 669
Rode Fricis (1887–1967) – Latvian actor, director 606
Rodin Auguste (1840–1917) – French sculptor 663
Roerich Nicholas (Николай Константинович Рерих, Rērihs Nikolajs, 1874–1947) – Russian painter 

of Baltic German extraction, traveller, practiser and populariser of teosophy 731, 747
Roessler Wilhelm Roman (Vilhelms Romans Reslers, 1878–1949) – Baltic German architect 716
Roga Indra (b. 1968) – Latvian actress, director 621, 626
Rogule Astrīda (b. 1960) – Latvian art scholar, curator 689
Rokeach Milton (1918–1988) – American social psychologist of Polish extraction 434
Roksanova Maria (Мария Людомировна Роксанова, born Петровская, 1874–1958) – Russian 

actress 603
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Rolavs Ernests (1874–1907) – Latvian revolutionary, publicist 137
Rolland Romain (1866–1944) – French writer, playwright 853
Rolšteins Kaspars (b. 1971) – Latvian philosopher, producer, advertising expert 680
Romanova Elizabeth I (Елизавета Петровна Романова, 1709–1762) – Empress of Russia 727
Romanov Alexander I (Александр I Павлович Романов, 1777–1825) – Emperor of Russia 135, 727
Romanov Alexander II (Александр II Николаевич Романов, 1818–1881) – Emperor of Russia 135, 

727
Romanov Nicholas I (Николай I Павлович Романов, 1796–1855) – Emperor of Russia 728
Romanov Nicholas II (Николай II Александрович Романов, 1868–1918) – Emperor of Russia 728, 

731
Romanov Peter I (Петр I, 1672–1725) – Tsar of Russia, Emperor 801
Romanus Lars Gabriel (b. 1939) – Swedish politician, Minister of Social Affairs 419
Rončevskis Konstantīns (Konstantin Ronczewski, 1875–1935) – sculptor of Polish extraction, archi-

tect 855
Ronchetti Liliana (1927–1974) – Italian basketball player 763
Ronis Indulis (1943–2016) – Latvian historian 354
Roosevelt Franklin Delano (1882–1945) – President of the USA  8, 34, 654
Rosen Karl Georg Woldemar von (Егор Федорович Розен, 1800–1860) – Russian writer of Baltic 

German extraction, poet 818 
Roshchina-Insarova Yekaterina (Екатерина Николаевна Рощина-Инсарова, 1883–1970) – Russian 

actress 848
Rosowsky Solomon (Шломо Розовский, 1878–1962) – Jewish composer, pedagogue 850
Röthlisberger Jürg (b. 1955) – Swiss judoist 771
Rousseau Jean Jacques (1712–1778) – French enlightener of Swiss extraction,  philosopher, writer 470
Rozenbergs Egils (b. 1948) – Latvian textile artist 682
Rozentāls Janis (1866–1917) – Latvian painter, graphic artist, art theoretician 20, 661, 709
Roziņš Fricis (a.k.a. Roziņš-Āzis, 1870–1919) – Marxist, revolutionary, publicist, Soviet public official 

137
Rozins Josifs (1858–1936) – Daugavpils Hasidic rabbi 850
Rozītis Oļģerts (1912–1984) – Latvian writer, diplomat 792
Rožkalne Anita (b. 1956) – Latvian specialist in literature 16, 518
Rubenis Juris (b. 1961) – Latvian Lutheran clergyman, writer 466
Rubenis Mārtiņš (b. 1978) – Latvian luge driver, coach 779, 785, 786
Rubeze Ieva (b. 1977) – Latvian multi-media artist 688
Rubiķis Ainārs (b. 1978) – Latvian conductor 555
Rubiks Alfrēds (b. 1935) – the First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Latvia, member of the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia, member of European Parlia-
ment 89, 90

Rubin Max (19th–20th cent.) – Jewish director 610 
Rubinstein Anton (Антон Григорьевич Рубинштейн, 1829–1894) – Russian composer, pianist, 

conductor 816
Rubļevska Jeļena (b. 1976) – athlete (modern pentathlon) 777, 779, 783
Rudēvičs Kārlis (1939–2002) – Roma artist, poet 879
Rüdiger Wilhelm von (Vilhelms fon Rīdigers, 1874–1960) – Baltic German solicitor 853
Rudolph Moritz (Morics Rūdolfs, 1843–1892) – Baltic German music critic, pedagogue, historian  568
Rudzāts Jānis (1928–2008) – Latvian demographer, economist 209
Rudzīte Marta (1924–1996) – Latvian linguist 340, 354
Rudzītis Rihards (1898–1960) – Latvian poet, essayist, philosopher 731



929

Ruģēns Jānis (1817–1876) – Latvian poet 486
Rūja Edgars (1915–1941) – Latvian basketball player, football-player 756
Ruka Inta (b. 1958) – Latvian photographer  686–688
Rūķe-Draviņa Velta (1917–2003) – Latvian linguist 271, 344
Rumba Alberts (1892–1962) – Latvian speed skater, coach, sports organiser 754, 755
Rumjancevs Aleksejs (b. 1986) – kayaker  784
Rūmniece Berta (1865–1953) – Latvian actress 600, 601, 606
Rumsfeld Donald (b. 1932) – entrepreneur, politician, Secretary of Defense of the USA  31, 40
Runitsch Ossip (Осип Ильич Рунич, born Осип Фрадкин, 1889–1947) – Russian and Jewish theatre 

and silent film actor  848
Runkovskis Ivars (b. 1953) – Latvian art scholar, critic 679
Rupaine Ilona (b. 1966) – Latvian musicologist, composer 592
Ruševics Voldemārs (1907–1995) – Latvian violinist, conductor 535
Rutmanis Jānis (1894–1978) – Latvian architect 717
Rüütel Arnold (b. 1928) – Estonian politician, President of Estonia 400, 412, 416
Ryshkov Viktor (Виктор Александрович Рышков, 1862−1924) – Russian writer, playwright 604
Rzheshevsky Aleksandr (Александр Георгиевич Ржешевский, 1903–1967) – Russian script writer, 

playwright 636

S 
Šadeiko Jāzeps (1905–?) – Latvian basketball player, basketball referee 754
Sadlovsky Yuri (Jurijs Sadlovskis, Юрій Садловський, b. 1970) – poet of Ukrainian extraction, phil-

ologist, translator, pedagogue 873
Saharovs Sergejs (Сергей Петрович Сахаров, Сяргей Сахараў, 1880–1954) – pedagogue of Bela-

rusian extraction, ethnographer, public figure 857
Sajó András (b. 1949) – Hungarian lawyer, pedagogue, writer 115
Sakols Pjatro (Пятро Сакол, born Пётр Аляксандравіч Масальскі, Pjotrs Masaļskis 1905–1985) – 

Belarusian poet, translator 857
Sakse Anna (1905–1981) – Latvian writer 504
Sakse Elga (b. 1930) – Latvian translator 512
Sakse Minjona (m Hehta, b. 1930) – Latvian volleyball player 762
Sakss Pauls (1878–1966) – Latvian singer, pedagogue 530
Šakurovs Sergejs (b. 1958) – rider, coach 773
Salisbury John of (ca 1120–1180) – English clergyman, diplomat 802
Salmanis Krišs (b. 1977) – Latvian multi-media artist 690
Salnītis Vilmārs (1905–1990) – Latvian demographer 205
Samanskis Fjodors (Федор Никифорович Саманский, 1719–1794) – founder of the first Riga Old 

Believer congregation 729
Samodahovs Mihails (Михаил Самодахов, b. 1966) – actor 871
Samoilovs Aleksandrs (b. 1985) – volleyball player (beach volleyball) 781, 783
Samoilovs Vitālijs (b. 1962) – hockey player (goalkeeper), entrepreneur 773
Samson Hermann (Hermannus Samsonius, 1579–1643) – Baltic German Lutheran clergyman, super-

intendent at super-consistory of Vidzeme 725, 726
Samsons Vilis (1920–2011) – Latvian historian, Soviet state and public figure, science organiser 335
Samušonoks Igors (b. 1972) – wrestler (freestyle wrestling)  776
Sánchez Joel (b. 1966) – Mexican distance walker 777
Sand George (born Amandine Aurore Lucile Dupin, baronne Dudevant, 1804–1876) – French writer 

618
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Sanders Jānis (1858–1951) – Latvian theologian, folklorist, man of letters 733
Šapiro Ādolfs (Адольф Яковлевич Шапиро, b. 1939) – director of Jewish extraction 619, 869, 870
Šapošņikovs Oļegs (Олег Шапошников, b. 1969) – physician, psychoanalyst, pedagogue, director and 

artistic manager 871
Saproņenko Jevgēņijs (b. 1978) – gymnast of Russian extraction 779
Sareika Vineta (b. 1986) – Latvian violinist 553
Šarkovska-Liepiņa Ilze (b. 1962) – Latvian musicologist  16, 594
Savina Maria (Мария Гавриловна Савина, 1854–1915) – Russian actress 602
Ščerbaks Aleksejs (Aleksei, Shcherbak, Алексей Щербак, b. 1969) – playwright 868, 871
Ščerbatihs Viktors (b. 1974) – Latvian weight lifter, member of the Saeima 776, 777, 779–781
Scheel Heinrich Karl (Heinrihs Šēls Karls, 1829–1909) – architect of German extraction 714
Scheffel Friedrich (Frīdrihs Šefels, 1865–1913) – Baltic German architect 714
Scheler Max (1874–1928) – German philosopher 433
Scheunchen Helmut (b. 1945) – German cellist, musicologist 795, 829
Schiemann Theodor Heinrich Christian Karl (Teodors Šīmanis, 1847–1921) – Baltic German histo-

rian 696
Schiller Johann Christoph Friedrich von (1759–1805) – German poet, playwright, philosopher 52, 53, 

447, 595, 597, 598, 602, 610, 612, 613, 812, 814–816, 
Schilling Carl von (Karls fon Šillings, 1873–1954) – Baltic German lawyer 852
Schirren Carl Christian Gerhard (Karls Širrens, 1826–1910) – Baltic German historian, publicist 810, 

836
Schloss Lex (Lekss Šloss, 1905–1946) – Baltic German poet, publicist 830
Schmaeling Alexander (Aleksandrs Šmēlings, 1877–1961) – architect of German extraction 716
Schmidt Ivan (Ivans Šmits, Иван Федорович Шмит, 1871–1939) – director of Russian extraction 610
Schnabel Alexander Maria (Aleksandrs Marija Šnābels, 1889–1969) – Baltic German composer, peda-

gogue, music critic 534, 829
Schneider Ludwig (1805–1878) – German playwright  599
Schnitzler Arthur (1862–1931) – Austrian writer of Jewish extraction, prose-writer, playwright 625
Schröder Hans (1887–1954) – German art scholar 697
Schultze-Naumburg Paul (1869–1949) – German architect, painter, art theoretician 704
Schuman Jean-Baptiste Nicolas Robert (1886–1963) – French politician, Prime Minister of France 35
Schumann Clara Josephine (nee Clara Josephine Wieck, 1819–1896) – German pianist, composer 597
Schumann Robert (1810–1856) – German composer, music critic, conductor 816
Schwab Arthur Tell (1896–1945) – Swiss distance walker 758
Schwartz Evgeny (Евгений Львович Шварц, 1896–1958) – Russian writer, playwright, script writer 

617
Schwarz Johann Christoph (Johans Kristofs Švarcs, 1747–1804) – Baltic German lawyer, historian 806
Schwartz Katrin – American environmental scientist 454, 456
Schwartz Shalom (b. 1940) – social psychologist of Jewish extraction 434, 473
Sebris Kārlis (1914–2009) – Latvian actor 648
Sedlenieks Klāvs (b. 1969) – Latvian social anthropologist 208
Seidlitz Anna von (Anna Justina Amalie von Seidlitz-Langheinrich, Anna fon Zeidlica, 1867–?) – 

Baltic German 824
Šeiko Nikolajs (Николай Михайлович Шейко, b. 1938) – director 869
Seleckis Ivars (b. 1934) – Latvian film director, cameraman 632
Seļivanovs Pāvels (b. 1952) – Latvian volleyball player, coach 769, 771, 772
Semjonova Uļjana (nee Iulijaka Semjonova, b. 1952) – Latvian basketball player 766, 768, 769, 771, 

772
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Šēnbergs Laimonis (b. 1947) – artist, poster artist 586
Senichev Pavel (Павел Васильевич Сеничев, 1924–1997) – Russian sportsman, shooter (trap) 765
Seņkovs Elmārs (b. 1984) – Latvian director 621, 626, 867
Serebrennikov Kirill (Кирилл Семенович Серебреников, b. 1969) – Russian director 626
Šerenas Antanas (1897–1948) – Lithuanian composer, choir conductor 856
Serģis Kristers (b. 1974) – Latvian motorist (sidecar racing) 787
Seuberlich Rudolf (Rūdolfs Zeiberlihs, 1841–1913) – Baltic German writer, translator, satirist 817
Sevastova Anastasija (b. 1990) – tennis player 787
Shaffer Peter (1926–2016) – English playwright, script writer 622, 626
Shakespeare William (1554–1616) – English poet, playwright 355, 533, 595, 600, 602, 608, 609, 612, 

614, 616, 617, 811, 813
Sharp Gene (b. 1928) – American politologist, theoretician of nonviolent resistance 87
Shaw George Bernard (1856–1950) – English (Irish) writer, playwright, the Nobel Prize laureate 853
Shephard Ben (b. 1948) – British historian, documentary film director, producer 650
Sherman Cindy (Cynthia Morris Sherman, b. 1954) – American photographer, director 683
Sholem Aleichem (Šolem Alejxem, a.k.a. Шолем-Алейхем, born Sholom Rabinovich, 1859–1916) – 

Yiddish writer 610, 851
Shostakovich Dmitri (Дмитрий Дмитриевич Шостакович, 1906–1975) – Russian composer, peda-

gogue 529, 544
Shpagin Aleksandr (Александр Вадимович Шпагин, b. 1969) – Russian film historian, theoretician 

647
Shukshin Vasily (Василий Макарович Шукшин, 1929–1974) – Russian writer, script writer, actor 

870
Šics Andris (b. 1985) – Latvian luge driver 780, 782, 785
Šics Juris (b. 1983) – Latvian luge driver 780, 782, 785
Sidars Pēteris (b. 1948) – Latvian textile artist 682
Sidorova-Arizaga Ksenija (Ксения Сидорова, b. 1988) – accordionist 876
Sigalova Alla (Алла Михайловна Сигалова, b. 1959) – Russian choreographer, stage art pedagogue 

868
Siimann Mart (b. 1946) – member of Riigikogu, Prime Minister of Estonia 415
Silaraups Rolands (b. 1965) – Latvian dissident, activist of “Helsinki 86” group  58
Šilde Ādolfs (1907–1990) – Latvian publicist, historian, public figure 833, 834
Siliņš Andrejs (b. 1940) – Latvian physicist, science organiser, member of the Saeima 338, 347
Siliņš Edgars Imants (1927–1998) – Latvian physicist, man of letters  338, 353
Siliņš Gunārs (1928–2001) – Latvian basketball player 762
Siliņš Jānis (1896–1991) – Latvian art scholar, painter 703
Siliņš Laimonis (1926) – Latvian actor, director 615
Sīlis Valters (b. 1985) – Latvian director 621
Silovs Haralds (b. 1986) – Latvian speed skater (shorttrack) 781, 782
Silovs Juris (b. 1950) – Latvian athlete (sprint) 768, 769
Sīmanis Andrejs (1867–1926) – Latvian lawyer, member of the Constitutional Assembly and Saeima 

98
Sīmanis Dāvis (b. 1980) – Latvian film director, cameraman 636
Šīmanis Pauls (Paul Schiemann, 1876–1944) – Baltic German lawyer, politician, journalist, member of 

the Constitutional Assembly and Saeima 139, 471, 734, 735, 826, 829, 838, 840–842, 853
Šimkus Vestards (b. 1984) – Latvian pianist 553
Simsone Annija (1890–1967) – Latvian actress 610
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Sinaisky Vassily (Vasilijs Sinaiskis, Василий Иванович Синайский, 1876–1949) – law scholar of 
Russian extraction, lawyer 331

Sinn Hans-Werner (b. 1948) – German economist 173, 196
Sirmais Māris (b. 1969) – Latvian choir conductor, pedagogue 555
Šīrons Eduards (1893–1964) – economist, statistician 205
Skaidrīte Jūlija (nee Birzgale, 1871–1942) – Latvian actress 600–602, 606
Skalbe Kārlis (1879–1945) – Latvian poet, writer, publicist, member of the Constitutional Assembly 

and Saeima 443, 447, 496, 501
Skalbergs Juris Monvīds (b. 1935) – Latvian architect 711
Škapars Jānis (b. 1927) – Latvian founder of Popular Front of Latvia, member of the Supreme Council 

of the Republic of Latvia and the Saeima 72, 79
Skarga Peters (a.k.a. Pēteris Skarga, Piotr Skarga, born Piotr Powęski, 1536–1612) – Catholic priest, 

Jesuit, missionary, hagiographer, Rector of Vilnius University 723, 724
Šķepasts Ārijs (b. 1961) – Latvian choir conductor 589, 591
Šķilters Gustavs (1874–1954) – Latvian sculptor 710
Skride Baiba (b. 1981) – Latvian violinist 553
Skride Lauma (b. 1982) – Latvian pianist 553
Skride Linda (b. 1978) – Latvian viola player 553
Skubiķis Emīls Eduards (1875–1943) – Latvian engineer, geologist, deputy of Constitutional Assembly 

137
Skuja Heinrihs (a.k.a. Heinrihs Leonhards, 1892–1972) – Latvian biologist, algologist  333
Skuja Linards (b. 1952) – Latvian physicist 338
Skuja Māris (b. 1949) – Latvian pianist 552
Skujenieks Knuts (b. 1936) – Latvian poet, renderer of verse, critic 507–509, 512, 514
Skujenieks Marģers (1886–1941) – Latvian politician, public figure, statistician, publicist, member of 

the Constitutional Assembly and Saeima, Prime Minister 98, 122, 205, 841
Skulme Marta (1890–1962) – Latvian sculptress 663
Skulme Oto (1889–1967) – Latvian scenic designer, painter, graphic artist, pedagogue 612,  663
Skulme Uga (1885–1963) – Latvian painter, art scholar, pedagogue 663
Skulte Ādolfs (1909–2000) – Latvian composer, pedagogue 543, 573
Skulte Bruno (1905–1976) – Latvian composer, conductor 535
Slapiņš Andris (1949–1991) – Latvian cameraman, director 640
Slaucītājs Leonīds (1899–1971) – Latvian geophysicist, physiogeographer 333
Slaucītājs Sergejs (1902–1982) – Latvian astronomer 333
Slavin Lev (Лeв Исаевич Слaвин, 1896–1984) – Russian writer, playwright, script writer 611
Šleicers Kārlis (1908–?) – Latvian volleyball player 759
Sloskāns Boļeslavs (1893–1981) – Latvian Roman Catholic bishop 745
Slüter Joachim (1490–1532) – German clergyman, reformer 
Šmēdiņš Jānis (b. 1987) – Latvian volleyball player (beach volleyball) 783
Šmīdbergs Vilnis (b. 1944) – Latvian composer, arranger, pedagogue 549
Šmidchens Guntis (a.k.a. Guntis Šmidhens, b. 1963) – Latvian folklorist, musicologist 450
Smildziņa Skaidrīte (a.k.a. Skaidrīte Budovska-Smildziņa, b. 1943) – Latvian basketball player 763, 

764, 766
Smiļģis Eduards (1886–1966) – Latvian director, actor 604, 607, 608, 612, 616, 618
Šmite Gundega (b. 1977) – Latvian composer, musicologist 550
Šmite Rasa (b. 1969) – Latvian new media artist, curator 684
Šmithene Mirdza (1887–1978) – Latvian actress 605, 606
Smithson Robert (1938–1973) – American multi-media artist 682
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Šmits Aleksandrs (Александр Шмидт, 1892–1978) – biochemist 334, 335, 355
Šmits Gatis (b. 1973) – Latvian actor, director 625
Šmits Pēteris (a.k.a. Šmits-Smiters, Šmidts, 1869–1938) – Latvian folklorist, ethnographer, linguist, 

orientalist 326, 327, 330, 481, 494
Šmits Raitis (b. 1966) – Latvian new media artist, curator 684
Smooha Sammy (b. 1941) – sociologist, Israel 144
Šnē Normunds (b. 1960) – Latvian conductor, oboist 555
Snell Karl Philipp Michael (1753–1806) – German enlightener, parson, publicist, rector of Riga Dom 

School 135
Snelson Kenneth (1927–2016) – American sculptor, photographer 669
Šnepsts Aivars (b. 1957) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher), shipping agent 772
Sniķere Velta (b. 1920) – Latvian poetess, yoga teacher 506, 513, 514, 
Sniķers Pēteris (1875–1944) – Latvian doctor (dermatovenereologist) 327
Snips Artūrs (b. 1949) – Latvian journalist, writer 59
Šnore Elvīra (1905–1996) – Latvian archaeologist 341
Šnore Rauls (1901–1962) – Latvian archaeologist 697
Soderbergh Steven (b. 1963) – American film producer, director, script writer 623
Sollmann Melitta (b. 1958) – German luge driver 770
Soltrump Reinhold (ca 1445– after 1480) – Baltic German lawyer, bibliophile 798, 799
Sommers Jeffrey (b. 1968) – American economist 174
Sonntag Karl Gottlob (Zontāgs Karls Gotlobs, a.k.a. Kārlis Gotlībs Zontāgs, 1765–1827) – clergyman 

of German extraction, historian, education organiser 439, 726
Sophocles (Σοφοκλῆς, ca 496–406 BC) – Ancient Greek playwright 604
Sorma Agnes (Agnes Martha Caroline Zaremba, 1865–1927) – German actress 604
Sorokins Ruslans (b. 1982) – volleyball player (beach volleyball) 783
Soros George (a.k.a. György Soros, b. 1930) – American business magnate of Hungarian extraction, 

philanthropist 281, 679
Sosārs Burhards (1890–1953) – composer, conductor, organist 607
Spārītis Ojārs (b. 1955) – Latvian art historian, President of Latvian Academy of Sciences 18, 355, 844, 

852
Spekke Andrejs (1915–1984) – Latvian translator  447
Spekke Arnolds (1887–1972) – Latvian philologist, historian, diplomat 798
Špīlberga Ludmila (1886–1947) – actress 606
Springovičs Antonijs (1876–1958) – the first metropolitan archbishop of the restored Diocese of Riga 

of Latvian Roman Catholic Church 736
Spuris Egons (1931–1990) – Latvian photographer 675
Stafecka Anna (b. 1953) – Latvian linguist 354
Štālbergs Ernests (1883–1958) – Latvian architect, pedagogue 335, 713, 718
Stalin Joseph (born Ioseb Jughashvili, Иосиф Виссарионович Джугашвили/Сталин, 1879–1953) – 

politician, leader of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the USSR, dictator 32, 34, 334, 
399, 461, 498, 501, 541, 542, 544, 577, 630, 637, 667, 857

Stanislavski Konstantin (Константин Сергеевич Станиславский, 1863–1938) – Russian actor, direc-
tor, stage art pedagogue 595, 603, 606, 609, 610

Stankevitch Ivan (Иван Владимирович Станкевич, 1820–1907) – Russian landlord of Serbian 
extraction 483

Staprāns Raimonds (b. 1926) – Latvian painter, playwright 676
Starodubskis Ļevs (Лев Всеволодович Стародубский, 1911–1987) – economist, statistician of Latvia 

and Russia 205
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Štaudingere-Voita Magda (Magda Staudinger-Woit, 1902–1997) – German biologist of Latvian extrac-
tion, patroness 344

Stavenhagen Wilhelm Siegfried (Vilhelms Zigfrīds Stafenhāgens, 1814–1881) – Baltic German artist 
818

Šteimane Inga (b. 1965) – Latvian art scholar, critic, curator 683
Stein Peter (b. 1937) – German director 868
Šteinbergs Valentīns (1918–2011) – Latvian philosopher, historian, education and science organiser, 

Rector of the University of Latvia 335
Šteiners Ojārs (b. 1927) – Latvian painter 676
Stenbock-Fermor Alexander Graf (Aleksandrs Štenboks-Fermors, 1902–1972) – Baltic German writer 

826
Stender Alexander Johann (Aleksandrs Johans Stenders, 1744–1819) – Baltic German clergyman, man 

of letters, translator 597, 598
Stender Gotthard Friedrich (Gothards Frīdrihs Stenders, a.k.a. Vecais Stenders, 1714–1796) – Baltic 

German clergyman, enlightenment figure, man of letters, linguist 10, 246, 322, 323, 325, 465, 469, 
487, 805, 835

Stendzenieks Jānis (1913–1983) – Latvian athlete (javelin throw) 760
Štengele Lilija (1891–1958) – Latvian actress 614, 849
Stepanovs Vasilijs (1927–2011) – Latvian weight lifter, coach 762
Stepermanis Marģers (1898–1968) – Latvian historian 341
Sternberg Josef von (1894–1969) – Austrian/American director 638
Šternbergs Andris (b. 1944) – Latvian physicist 338, 350
Stoltenberg Thorvald (b. 1931) – lawyer, diplomat, Minister of Defence of Norway, Minister of Foreign 

affairs 422
Stone Sarmīte (b. 1963) – Latvian rower 772
Stonins Ivars (b. 1971) – Latvian actor 622
Stradiņš Jānis (b. 1933) – Latvian chemist, science historian, science organiser, President of Latvian 

Academy of Sciences 15, 18, 339, 345, 349, 356, 359, 427, 447, 465, 471
Stradiņš Pauls (1896–1958) – Latvian doctor, surgeon, oncologist, medicine historian 327, 331, 335, 

355
Strand Embrik (1876–1947) – zoologist of Norwegian extraction, entomologist  331
Stranga Aivars (b. 1954) – Latvian historian, pedagogue  17, 354, 448, 844
Straubergs Jānis (1886–1952) – Latvian pedagogue, library employee, culture historian 696
Straumanis Kaija (b. 1985) – Latvian translator  506
Straumanis Mārtiņš Eduards (1898–1973) – Latvian chemist  330, 331, 333, 334
Straume Egils (b. 1950) – Latvian composer, saxophonist, flautist 552
Straume Krists (1986) – Latvian rower (canoeing)  781, 784
Strauss Johann (1825–1899) – Austrian composer 613, 648
Strauss Richard Georg (1864–1949) – German composer, conductor 530, 536
Strautmanis Edvīns (1933–1992) – Latvian painter 676
Strazdiņa Ilze (b. 1973) – Latvian curator 683
Strēlerte Veronika (1912–1995) – Latvian poetess 833
Strenga Jānis (b. 1986) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher) 785
Strepetova Polina (Полина  Антипьевна Стрепетова, 1850–1903) – Russian actress 602
Strindberg Johan August (1849–1912) – Swedish playwright, writer 609, 868
Strods  Heinrihs (1925–2012) – Latvian historian, pedagogue 210, 341, 355
Strods Pēteris (a.k.a. Pīters Strods, 1892–1960) – Latvian Catholic theologian, philosopher, linguist  

733
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Stroks Oskars (Оскар Давидович Строк, 1893–1975) – composer of Jewish extraction, pianist 851, 
868

Štrombergs Māris (b. 1987) – Latvian cyclist (BMX class) 780, 781, 783
Strunke Laris (b. 1931) – Swedish painter of Latvian extraction 676
Strunke Niklāvs (1894–1966) – Latvian painter, graphic artist, scenic designer 663
Stučka Pēteris (1865–1932) – Latvian lawyer, publicist, leader of the government of the Latvian Socia-

list Soviet Republic 136, 137, 248, 461, 734, 839
Šturms Arnolds (1912–1999) – Latvian flautist, composer, music critic 539
Subačius Giedrius (b. 1960) – Lithuanian linguist 486
Sudermann Hermann (1857–1928) – German writer, playwright  604, 853
Sudraba Marta (b. 1975) – Latvian cellist 553
Sudrabkalns Jānis (before 1925 Arvīds Peine, 1894–1975) –  Latvian poet, critic, public figure 497, 

609, 829 
Šulmans Vlads (a.k.a. Zeevs Šulmans, b. 1962) – singer, cantor, Jewish culture figure, pedagogue 865
Sulzer Johann Georg (1720–1779) – Swiss philosopher, pedagogue 444, 805
Šūmane Paula (b. 1989) – Latvian violinist 554
Šumilo Ērika (b. 1958) – Latvian economist, pedagogue 406
Suta Romans (1896–1944) – Latvian painter, graphic artist, designer, pedagogue 663–665
Švābe Arveds (1888–1959) – Latvian lawyer, historian, man of letters 10, 331, 482, 497
Švarcs Kurts (b. 1930) – physicist 335
Svede Mark Allen (b. 1960) – American art scholar 674
Šveics Erasts (1895–1992) – Latvian painter 663
Sveilis Imants (1920–2000) – Latvian theatre employee, railwayman  615
Svemps Leo (1897–1975) – Latvian painter, lawyer, Rector of the Art Academy of Latvia 663
Swan Trevor Winchester (1918–1989) – Australian economist 200
Szaniawski Jerzy (1886–1970) – Polish playwright 610

T
Taagepera Rein (b. 1933) – Estonian politologist, politician 500
Tagore Rabindranath (Robindronath Thakur, 1861–1941) – Bengal poet, playwright, writer, composer, 

the Nobel Prize laureate 511
Tairov Alexander (Александр Яковлевич Таиров, 1885–1950) – Russian director, actor 606, 607
Tāls Mihails (Mikhail Tal, Михаил Таль, 1936–1992) – chess-player of Jewish extraction 551, 764, 

765, 766
Talats-Kelpšs Antons (1883–1942) – education figure of Polish extraction 854
Tamužs Vitauts (b. 1935) – Latvian mechanics expert 355
Tangijeva-Birzniece Helēna (Елена Тангиева-Бирзниеце, 1907–1965) – ballerina of Armenian/Rus-

sian extraction, choreographer 877
Tārs Kaspars (b. 1971) – Latvian biologist 348
Tatlin Vladimir (Владимир Евграфович Татлин, 1885–1953) – Russian architect, designer 666
Taube Meta (1914–1996) – Latvian historian, library employee 342
Taube Otto Adolf Alexander Freiherr von (Oto fon Taube, 1879–1973) – Baltic German  writer, 

lawyer, translator 826
Tauli Valter Evald (1907–1986) – Estonian linguist  269
Tauriņš Alfrēds (1904–1986) – Latvian chemist 333
Tchaikovsky Pyotr (a.k.a. Peter Tchaikovsky, Петр Ильич Чайкoвский, 1840–1893) – Russian com-

poser 528
Tegetmeier Sylvester (?–1552) – German theologian, initiator of Reformation movement in Livonia 

724, 800
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Teihmanis Atis (1907–1987) – Latvian cellist, pedagogue 535
Telemann Georg Michael (1748–1831) – German musician, composer 520, 809
Telemann Georg Philipp (1681–1767) – German composer 809
Telešs Vjačeslavs (a.k.a. Vjačka Ceļešs, Вячаслаў Міхайлавіч Целеш, Вячка Целеш, b. 1938) – pain-

ter of Belarusian extraction, writer, education and culture figure 879
Tentelis Augusts (1876–1942) – historian, Rector of University of Latvia, Minister of Education 331
Terjohins Edgars (b. 1955) – Latvian yachtsman 772
Terpilovskis Alberts (1922–2002) – Latvian sculptor 485
Teterovskis Ints (b. 1972) – Latvian choir conductor 589, 590
Theodericus de Thoreida (a.k.a. Thidericus, ca 1150–1219) – German Christian missionary in Livonia, 

clergyman 772
Theokritos (Theocritus, Θεόκριτος, ca 310–ca 260 BC) – Ancient Greek philosopher 809
Thiess Frank Theodor (Franks Tīss, 1890–1977) – Baltic German writer 832
Thoma Ludwig (1867–1921) – German writer, satirist 824
Thomas Denis – English theatre critic  614
Thompson Kristin (b. 1950) – American film scholar 656
Tiesenhausen Georg Fabian von (Georgs Fabians fon Tīzenhauzens, 1785–1845) – landlord of Dikļi 

Manor, baron 598
Tīfentāle Alise (b. 1977) – Latvian art scholar, curator, writer 690
Tihoņickis Elpidifors (Елпидифор Михайлович Тихоницкий, 1875–1942) – pedagogue of Russian 

extraction, public figure, member of the Saeima 847, 864
Tikmers Žoržs (b. 1957) – Latvian rower, sports figure 771, 775
Tiliks Valdis (1933–2008) – Latvian luge driver, coach 768
Tillaks Jēkabs (18th cent.) – Latvian mason 704
Tillbergs Oļegs (b. 1956) – Latvian designer, installation artist 680
Tillers Imants (b. 1950) – Latvian painter 676
Tilly Charles (1929–2008) – American sociologist, politologist, historian 131
Tīlmanis Osvalds (1900–1980) – Latvian architect, pedagogue 338,  713
Timofejevs Sergejs (Sergei Timofeev, Сергей Эдуардович  Тимофеев, b. 1970) – poet, journalist 873, 

874
Tiravanija Rirkrit (b. 1961) – multi-media artist of Thai extraction 686
Tisse Eduard (Eduards Tisē, 1897–1961) – cameraman 634
Toepler August Joseph Ignaz (1836–1912) – German physicist 325
Toller Ernst (1893–1939) – German poet of Jewish extraction, playwright 609
Tolstoy Aleksey (Aлеkceй Николаевич Тoлcmoй, 1883–1945) – Russian writer 609
Tolstoy Leo (Лев Николаевич Толстой, 1828–1910) – Russian writer 604, 616, 821
Tomašūns Andris (b. 1958) – Latvian historian, archaeologist, teacher, politician 737
Tone Juris (b. 1961) – Latvian track and field athlete, bobsleighist (pusher), entrepreneur 773
Tone Valdemārs (1892–1958) – Latvian painter, pedagogue 663, 676
Tõnisson Karl (a.k.a. Tennisons, Kārlis Tenisons, in Buddhism, Vahindra, 1873–1962) – Estonian 

Buddhist monk, preacher, writer 731
Tons Edgars (1917–1967) – Latvian conductor, contrabass player 543
Toporov Vladimir (Владимир Николаевич Топоров, 1928– 2005) – Russian linguist, Baltologist 355
Trapenciere Ilze (b. 1953) – Latvian sociologist 434
Trasuns Francis (1864–1926) – Latvian clergyman, culture figure, politician, member of the Constitu-

tional Assembly and Saeima 11
Trenyov Konstantin (Константин Андреевич Тренев, 1876–1945) – Russian/Ukrainian playwright, 

writer 611, 616
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Tretyakov Aleksandr (Александр Владимирович Третьяков, b. 1985) – Russian skeletonist 785
Trompowsky Edmund von (Edmunds fon Trompovskis, 1851–1919) – Baltic German architect 707
Trops Aivars (b. 1963) – Latvian bobsleighist, sports figure 773
Trostyanetsky Gennady (Геннадий Рафаилович Тростянецкий, b. 1950) – Russian  director 868
Trubachev Oleg (Олег Николаевич Трубачев, 1930–2002) – Russian linguist 355
Truger Achim (b. 1969) – German economist 176
Tsivian Yuri (Juris Civjans, Юрий Цивьян, b. 1950) – 656, 657
Tuča Taisa (1917–2012) – Latvian gymnast 759
Tulio Teuvo (Teuvo Tulio, born Teodors Tugajs, Theodor Antonius Deroschinsky-Tugai, 1912–2000) – 

Finnish director, actor 637, 638
Tulubjevs Pāvels (b. 1985) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher) 782
Tumiņš Aloizs (1938–2009) – Latvian boxer, coach 764
Tumševica Anitra (b. 1971) – Latvian composer, violinist 550
Turčinskis Zigmārs (b. 1974) – Latvian historian 17
Turgenev Ivan (Иван Сергеевич Тургенев, 1818–1883) – Russian writer 616, 622, 637, 821, 826, 832, 

867
Turins Valdis (a.k.a. Valdis Cers, b. 1958) – Latvian philosopher, VAK (Environmental Protection 

Club) activist 64

U
Ubāns Konrāds (1893–1981) – Latvian painter, landscapist, pedagogue 455, 663
Ulmanis Guntis (b. 1939) – Latvian politician, member of the Saeima, President of Latvia 127, 407
Ulmanis Kārlis (1877–1942) – Latvian agronomist, politician, member of the Constitutional Assembly 

and Saeima, Prime Minister, President of Latvia 17, 18, 24, 25, 72, 100, 122, 123, 127, 138, 140, 
331, 332, 448, 461, 735, 736, 790, 829, 836, 838–842

Ulmann Hellmuth von (Helmūts fon Ulmanis, 1913–1987) – Baltic German organist, composer, 
conductor 854

Ulmann Karl Christian (Karls Kristiāns Ulmanis, 1793–1871) – Baltic German clergyman, linguist, 
rector of Tartu University 524

Undusk Jaan (b. 1958) – Estonian writer, philosopher, specialist in literature 818
Unger Felix (b. 1946) – Austrian doctor, president of European Academy of Sciences and Arts 356
Ungern Rudolf (Rūdolfs Ungerns, Рудольф Александрович Унгерн, 1876–1944?) – Russian director 

of German extraction, actor 848, 849
Ungern-Sternberg Armin von (Armīns fon Ungerns-Šternbergs) – German historian, specialist in 

literature 796, 816, 826
Upatnieks Juris (b. 1936) – Latvian physicist, inventor 333, 344, 349
Upatnieks Rolands (1932–1994) – Latvian water motorist, luge driver, luge and bobsleigh coach  

769
Upīts Andrejs (1877–1970) – Latvian writer, playwright, specialist in literature 335, 504
Upmalis Ilgonis (b. 1937) – Latvian engineer 16
Urbāne Ilze (b. 1971) – Latvian flautist 552
Urbánné Mező Júlia (b. 1988) – Hungarian economist 167
Uršteins Osvalds (1910–1980) – Latvian actor, director 614, 615, 
Urtāne Māra (b. 1951) – Latvian architect, pedagogue 15, 360, 393
Urtāns Juris (b. 1952) – Latvian archaeologist, culture historian 15, 354, 360, 393
Uspensky Andrei (Андрей Васильевич Успенский, 1902–1978) – Russian playwright 617
Ustinskovs Jevgeņijs (Евгений Устинсков, b. 1970) – choir conductor, composer, pedagogue 589
Utno Leili (b. 1938) – biochemist, Estonian Ambassador to Latvia 844
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V
Vācietis Ojārs (1933–1983) – Latvian poet 503, 872
Vagris Jānis (b. 1930) – the First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Latvia, people’s deputy of the Soviet Union 65
Vaice Sonora (b. 1969) – Latvian singer 558
Vaikule Laima (b. 1954) – Latvian singer 548
Vainiūnas Stasys (1909–1982) – Lithuanian composer, pianist 856
Vainšteins Romāns (b. 1973) – Latvian cyclist  777
Vaitnieks Miķelis (1881–1942) – Latvian contractor 712
Vakhtangov Yevgeny (Евгений Багратионович Вахтангов, 1883–1922) – Russian actor, director 613, 

867
Valce Ilze (b. 1964) – Latvian choir conductor 589
Valdemārs Krišjānis (1825–1891) – Latvian publicist, public figure, initiator of the New Latvian mo-

vement 22, 326, 469, 494 
Valdess Rihards (born Rihards Bērziņš, 1888–1942) – Latvian man of letters, journalist 500
Valdmanis Maigonis (1933–1999) – Latvian basketball player, coach 761–764
Valeskalns Pēteris (1899–1987) – Latvian philosopher, science organiser, public official 335
Vallejo Antonio Buero (1916–2000) – Spanish playwright, painter 625
Valters Miķelis (1874–1968) – Latvian lawyer, politician, man of letters, diplomat, Minister for the 

Interior 137, 138, 840
Valters Raimonds (b. 1938) – Latvian chemist (organic chemistry), science organiser 338
Valters Valdis (b. 1957) – Latvian basketball player, coach, entrepreneur 772
Vanags Aleksandrs (1873–1919) – Latvian architect 705, 712
Vanags Gustavs (1891–1965) – Latvian chemist (organic chemistry), pedagogue 330, 335, 338
Vanags Jānis (b. 1958) – Latvian clergyman, archbishop in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Latvia 

745
Vanags Kaspars (b. 1970) – Latvian curator, culture critic 683, 690
Vanags Pēteris (b. 1962) – Latvian linguist, pedagogue 485, 486
Vanags Romāns (b. 1960) – Latvian choir conductor 588, 589, 591
Vāne Alīda (1899–1969) – Latvian singer 532
Varkēviča Valentīna (1934–2009) – Latvian volleyball player, coach 762 
Varlamov Konstantin (Koнcmaнmин Александрович Bapлaмoв, 1848–1915) – Russian actor 602
Vasiļevskis Bruno (1939–1990) – painter 671
Vasiļevskis Staņislavs (1907– 1988) – astronomer 333
Vasiļevskis Vadims (b. 1982) – athlete (javelin throw) 779
Vasiļjevs Jurijs (Юpий Bacильeв, 1928–1993) – architect, art scholar, pedagogue 697
Vasilyev Boris (Бopиc Львович Bacильeв, 1924–2013) – Russian writer 619
Vasks Andrejs (b. 1947) – Latvian archaeologist, pedagogue 16, 18, 354, 
Vasks Pēteris (b. 1946) – Latvian composer, contrabass player, pedagogue 21, 452, 526, 546, 547, 552, 

561, 592
Vauļins Jurijs (b. 1963) – Latvian boxer 772
Vāvere Vera (b. 1929) – Latvian specialist in literature 341, 355
Vavilov Sergei (Сергей Иванович Вавилов, 1891–1951) – Russian physicist, public figure, President 

of the USSR Academy of Sciences 336
Vecgrāvis Viesturs (b. 1948) – Latvian literature historian 494
Vecumnieks Andris (b. 1964) – Latvian composer, conductor, pedagogue 549
Vedējs Edvīns (b. 1941) – Latvian chemist (organic chemistry) 344
Vedrinska Marija (Maria Vedrinska, Мария Андреевна Ведринская, 1877–1948) – actress 609, 848  
Vega y Carpio Félix Lope de (1562–1635) – Spanish writer, playwright 616
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Vegesack Manfred von (Manfrēds fon Fēgezaks, 1879–1966) – Baltic German lawyer, politician, 
member of the Saeima 852

Vegesack Siegfried von (Zīgfrīds fon Fēgezaks, 1888–1974) – Baltic German writer, translator, 
historian 791, 792, 821, 827, 830, 831, 832

Veichtner Franz Adam (1741–1822) – German composer, violinist 809
Veics Kārlis (1902–1983) – Latvian actor, director 612, 614
Veidenbaums Eduards (1867–1892) – Latvian poet, translator 461
Veinberga Tatjana (1943–2008) – Latvian volleyball player 767
Veinbergs Frīdrihs (a.k.a. Fricis Veinbergs, 1844–1924) – Latvian solicitor, political figure, journalist  

447, 709
Veisbeins Haims (a.k.a. Jefims Veisbeins, Ефим Вайсбейн, 1898–1941) – director, composer, conduc-

tor 850, 852
Veisbergs Andrejs (b. 1960) – Latvian linguist  15, 278
Veismanis Andris (b. 1965) – Latvian conductor, singer 555
Vējonis Raimonds (b. 1966) – Latvian biologist, politician, member of the Saeima, minister, President 

of Latvia 120, 127, 425
Vējš Vilnis (b. 1967) – Latvian art critic, curator, scenic designer, painter 685
Veldre Vilis (a.k.a. Jānis Trimda, born Fricis Jānis Gulbis, 1908–1940) – Latvian writer, poet 500
Velme Jēkabs (1855–1928) – Latvian linguist, pedagogue 248
Verdi Giuseppe Fortunino Francesco (1813–1901) – Italian composer 558, 851
Vērdiņš Kārlis (b. 1979) – Latvian poet, specialist in literature 513
Vērenieks Gunārs (b. 1926) – Latvian actor, director 621
Vērpe Edgars (b. 1958) – Latvian painter 678
Veselis Jānis (1896–1962) – Latvian writer 731
Vestermanis Marģers (b. 1925) – Latvian historian, museum figure 860
Vētra Gundars (b. 1967) – Latvian basketball player, coach 787
Vētra Mariss (born Morics Blumbergs, 1901–1965) – Latvian singer, actor, man of letters, director 532
Vežbickis Jans (a.k.a. Veržbickis, Jan Wierzbicki, 1888–1946) – solicitor of Polish extraction, public 

figure, politician, member of the Saeima 854
Vidbergs Sigismunds (1890–1970) – Latvian graphic artist, designer, pedagogue 663, 676
Vīdzirkste Sigurds (1928–1974) – Latvian painter 676
Viesturs Uldis (1936–2010) – Latvian biotechnologist, inventor 335
Vietinghoff Otto Hermann von (Oto Hermanis fon Fītinghofs, 1722–1792) – Baltic German public 

figure 596, 809, 810
Vīgnere-Grīnberga Malvīne (1871–1949) – Latvian singer 530
Vīgners Ernests (a.k.a. Vīgneru Ernests, 1850–1933) – Latvian pedagogue, choir conductor, composer 

568
Vīgners Ivars (1940–2007) – Latvian composer, pianist, arranger 548
Vīgners Leonīds (1906–2001) – Latvian conductor, pedagogue, composer 533, 578
Vihrovs Igors (b. 1978) – gymnast of Russian extraction, coach 777, 779
Vilkaste Arvis (b. 1989) – Latvian bobsleighist (pusher) 785
Vīķe-Freiberga Vaira (b. 1937) – Latvian psychologist, folklorist, politician, President of Latvia 14, 15, 

53, 127, 344, 348, 354, 356, 419, 876
Viktyuk Roman (Роман Григорович Віктюк, b. 1936) – Ukrainian/Russian actor, director 868
Vilcāne Antonija (b. 1956) – Latvian archaeologist  16
Vilciņa Anna (b. 1938) – Latvian volleyball player 763
Vilde Raimonds (b. 1962) – Latvian volleyball player, coach 773
Vilpišauskas Ramūnas (b. 1972) – Lithuanian politologist, economist 402
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Viļumanis Aleksandrs (b. 1942) – conductor 554
Viļums Mārtiņš (b.  1974) – Latvian composer, accordionist 550
Vimba Renārs (b. 1975) – Latvian director 633
Vincerius Joannes (a.k.a. Jan Vincerius, 1541–1589) – German Catholic priest, Jesuit 723, 724
Vīnerts Eduards (1899–1981) – Latvian violinist, pedagogue 535
Viņķelis Jānis (1968–1994) – Latvian painter, scenic designer 682
Vinogradov Sergei (Сергей Арсеньевич Виноградов, 1869–1938) – painter, art pedagogue 849
Virza Edvarts (a.k.a. Edvards Virza, born Jēkabs Eduards Liekna, 1883–1940) – Latvian poet, journa-

list, publicist 139, 507
Vishnevsky Vsevolod (Всеволод Витальевич Вишневский, 1900–1951) – Russian playwright, writer 

616
Vītola Annija (a.k.a. Annija Vītols, 1890–1982) – Latvian singer 572, 580
Vītola Lidija (1908–?) – Latvian gymnast 759
Vītoliņš Edvīns (b. 1938) – Latvian demographer, statistician 210
Vītoliņš Jēkabs (1898–1977) – Latvian musicologist, folklorist 575, 578
Vītols Alfrēds (1878–1945) – Latvian engineering specialist, hydraulics specialist 330
Vītols Jāzeps (1863–1948) – Latvian composer, pedagogue, music organiser and critic, rector of Lat-

vian Conservatoire 20, 527, 528, 531, 534, 553, 560, 562, 568, 570–573, 577, 578, 580, 590, 593, 
594, 710, 821, 829, 830, 856, 878

Vītols Maruta Zane (b. 1976) – Latvian American film scholar of Latvian extraction 644
Vītols Voldemārs (1911–1980) – Latvian athlete (race) 758
Vogt Elias (1750–?) – Vienna ballet-dancer, mason of Riga Masonic Lodge “Zum Schwerdt” 596
Voltaire (born François Marie Arouet, 1694–1778) – French enlightener, philosopher, writer, 

playwright, historian 470
Völtzke Otilia (Otīlija Felcke, 1827–1890) – Ādolfs Alunāns’ mother 599
Voronkov Mikhail (Mihails Voronkovs, Михаил Воронков, 1921–2014) – Russian chemist (organic 

chemistry) 339
Vrubļevskis Aldons (b. 1957) – Latvian lawyer, solicitor, President of Latvian Olympic Committee 774
Vulfs Edvards (1886–1919) – writer, playwright 613
Vulfsons Mavriks (1918–2004) – Latvian member of people’s deputy of the Soviet Union, member of 

the Supreme Council of the Republic of Latvia 62
Vysotsky Konstantin (Константин Семенович Высоцкий/Высотский, 1864–1938) – Russian 

painter 849

W
Wagner Frank (1958–2016) – German art historian, curator 686
Wagner Oettinger Rebecca – American musicologist 798
Wagner Richard (1813–1883) – German composer, conductor, essayist 521, 530, 597, 686, 793, 816 
Walden Paul (Pauls Valdens, 1863–1957) – chemist, RPI Rector 20, 319, 323, 324, 325, 330
Waldis Burkard (1490–1556) – German Franciscan monk, writer, artisan 596, 793, 801
Walter Carl Ferdinand Maximilian Anton (Ferdinands Valters, 1801–1869) – Baltic German Lutheran 

clergyman, superintendent of Vidzeme 815
Walter Johann (a.k.a. Jānis Valters, Johans Valters, Johann Walter-Kurau, 1869–1932) – Baltic German 

painter, pedagogue 661, 670
Wassermann Hermann (1874–1950) – physician, public figure 850
Watson Karl Friedrich (1777–1826) – Baltic German parson, translator, man of letters 321, 322, 323
Weber Max (a.k.a. Karl Emil Maximilian Weber, 1864–1920) – German sociologist, political econo-

mist 741
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Weber Norbert (b. 1943) – German artist, curator 689
Wedekind Benjamin Franklin (a.k.a Frank Wedekind, 1864–1918) – German writer, playwright, actor 

604, 824, 825
Wegener Paul (1874–1948) – German actor, director 604
Welzel Christian (b. 1964) – German researcher of political culture, sociologist 442, 449, 475
Whitlock Harold (1903–1985) – English athlete (distance walking) 758
Wieck Clara, see Schumann Clara 
Wilde Oscar (1854–1900) – English writer of Irish extraction, playwright 623, 853
Wilhelm II (born Friedrich Wilhelm Viktor Albrecht von Preussen, 1859–1941) – German Emperor, 

King of Prussia 827
Williams Tennessee (born Thomas Lanier Williams III, 1911–1983) – American writer, playwright 

618
Willner Alfred Maria (1859–1929) – Austrian composer, journalist, libretist 608
Wilpert Gero von (1933–2009) – Baltic German literature historian 820
Wilson Thomas Woodrow (1856–1924) – President of the USA 31, 840
Windelband Wilhelm (1848–1915) – German philosopher 433
Winogradsky Sergei  (Сергей Николаевич Виноградский, 1856–1953) – Russian microbiologist 325
Wipper Boris (Борис Робертович Виппер, 1888–1967) – art historian of Russian extraction, pedago-

gue museologist 331, 700, 849, 850 
Wipper Robert (Роберт Юрьевич Виппер, 1859–1954) – historian of Russian extraction, pedagogue 

331, 850
Wolf Friedrich (1888–1953) – German playwright, writer, physician 609
Wolf Martin (b. 1946) – British journalist of Jewish extraction 174
Wolfermann Klaus (b. 1946) – German athlete (javelin throw) 768
Wolper David Lloyd (1928–2010) – American film and TV producer 645
Woodhead Linda (b. 1964) – British sociologist of religions 750
Worms Carl (Karls Vormss, 1857–1939) – Baltic German writer, historian 822
Wulffius Woldemar (Voldemārs Vulfiuss, 1871–1938) – Baltic German historian, pedagogue, public 

figure 852
Wüthrich Kurt (b. 1938) – Swiss chemist, biophysicist, the Nobel Prize laureate 348

Y
Yeltsin Boris (Борис Николаевич Ельцин, 1931–2007) – Chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the 

Russian SFSR, President of the Russian Federation 72, 82, 84, 85, 92,  416
Yuryev Yuri (Юрий Михайлович Юрьев, 1872–1948) – Russian actor 602

Z
Zabiļevska Anita (b. 1963) – Latvian designer, multi-media artist 681, 688
Zabrodin Vladimir (Владимир Всеволодович Забродин, b. 1942) – Russian film scholar 635
Žagars Andrejs (b. 1958) – Latvian actor, director, entrepreneur 622, 626
Zahodņiks Leonīds (born Leizers Zahodņiks, Леонид Давыдович Заходник, 1912–1988) – singer, 

pedagogue 851
Zaķis Juris (b. 1936–2017) – Latvian physicist, higher education figure, Rector of the University of 

Latvia 338
Zakss Menahems (1875–1941) – Riga Chief Rabbi 850
Zāle Kārlis (1888–1942) – Latvian sculptor, pedagogue 664, 718
Zālīte Indulis (b. 1951) – Latvian researcher 17
Zālīte Māra (b. 1952) – Latvian poetess, playwright 621, 622
Zālīte Pēteris (a.k.a. Zālītis, 1864–1939) – Latvian philosopher, journalist  332
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Zālītis Jānis (1884–1943) – Latvian composer, music critic 529, 572, 573
Zaļkalns Teodors (before 1930 Teodors Grīnbergs, 1876–1972) – Latvian sculptor  663
Zaļupe Kristaps (b. 1976) – Latvian rower (canoeing) 781
Zander Friedrich (Frīdrihs Canders, Фридрих Артурович Цандер, 1887–1933) – engineer of Baltic 

German extraction, space exploration theoretician, rocket builder 325
Zapoļs Aleksandrs (Александр Заполь, a.k.a. Semjons Haņins, b. 1970) – poet of Russian extraction, 

translator 873
Zapp Walter (Valters Caps, 1905–2003) – autodidact, inventor of camera “Minox” 333, 350
Zārdiņš Ādolfs (1890–1967) – Latvian graphic artist, painter 672
Zariņa Aija (b. 1954) – Latvian painter 678, 682
Zariņa Gunita (b. 1958) – Latvian palaeodemographer, bioarchaeologist 208
Zariņš Bertrams (b. 1942) – Latvian doctor (orthopaedist, sports physician) 344
Zariņš Dāvids (1892–1980) – Latvian architect 713
Zariņš Jānis (1893–1979) – Latvian actor, director 606, 614, 856
Zariņš Kārlis (1889–1978) – Latvian writer 497
Zariņš Kristaps (b. 1943) – Latvian doctor (vascular surgeon) 344
Zariņš Marģeris (1910–1993) – Latvian composer, writer 537, 573, 612
Zariņš Reinis (b. 1985) – Latvian pianist 553
Zariņš Vilnis (1930–2014) – Latvian philosopher, public figure 342
Zatlers Valdis (b. 1955) – Latvian physician, politician, President of Latvia 127, 862
Zavoloko Ivans (Иван Никифорович Заволоко, 1897–1984) – Old Believer public figure, researcher 

of antiquity 847
Zeberiņa Dzidra (nee Nāruna, m. Demerele, 1923–2016) – Latvian writer 514
Zebris Osvalds (b. 1975) – Latvian writer, journalist 513
Zegors Sigismunds (19th – 20th cent.) – pianist, choir conductor, composer  850
Zeidaks Andrejs (1874–1964) – Latvian landscape architect 718
Zeids Teodors (1912– 1994) – Latvian historian 341, 342
Zelče Vita (b. 1956) – Latvian historian 17, 354
Zeļonijs Vsevolods (b. 1973) – judoist  776, 777
Zeltiņa Guna (b. 1950) – Latvian theatre scholar  355, 625
Zeltiņš Pēteris (1914–1994) – Latvian athlete (distance walking), skier 76
Zeltmatis (born Ernests Kārkliņš, 1868–1961) – Latvian writer, stage art pedagogue 605
Zelwerovicz Aleksander (1877–1955) – Polish actor, director 610
Zemgals Gustavs (1871–1939) – Latvian lawyer, politician, minister, President of Latvia  127, 447, 829
Zemītis Guntis (b. 1955) – Latvian archaeologist, historian, law historian  17, 18
Zemzare Daina (1911–1971) – Latvian linguist 340
Zemzare Ingrīda (b. 1952) – Latvian musicologist 878
Zemzaris Imants (b. 1951) – Latvian composer, pedagogue, music critic 547
Zenkovsky Vasily (Василий Васильевич Зеньковский, 1881–1962) – Russian philosopher 1 pc 700
Zhukovsky Nikolay (Николай Егорович Жуковский, 1847–1921) – Russian hydromechanic, aero-

mechanic 325
Zībārte Ieva (b. 1972) – Latvian architect, art critic 455
Ziedars Jēkabs (b. 1924) – Latvian publicist, demographer 208
Ziediņš Visvaldis (1942–2007) – Latvian artist, decorator 673
Ziedonis Imants (1933–2013) – Latvian poet, writer, publicist, member of the Supreme Council of the 

Republic of Latvia 452, 503–505, 513, 548, 618, 624, 653, 654, 872
Ziedonis Rimants (b. 1962) – Latvian writer, poet, publicist 459
Ziegler Georg (Georg Ciegler, 1551–1633) – German theologian 801, 802
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Ziemele Ineta (b. 1970) – Latvian lawyer, law scholar 120
Ziemelis Saša (born Aleksandrs Ziemelis, 1890–1970) – journalist of Latvian extraction, jaguar hunter 

in Brasil, 514
Zīlava Milda (1908–2002) – Latvian actress 614, 652
Zīle Edgars (1908–1986) – Latvian actor 612
Zīle Mārtiņš (1863–1945) – Latvian doctor, philosopher, Rector of University of Latvia  327, 330
Zīle Monika (b. 1941) – Latvian writer, journalist 504
Zilgalvis Jānis (b. 1955) – Latvian architecture historian, culture historian 355
Žilinskis Arvīds (1905–1993) – Latvian composer, pianist 537
Zimmermann Bernd Alois (1918–1970) – German composer 812
Zinzendorf Nikolaus Ludwig von (1700–1760) – German clergyman, religious reformer 453, 726
Zirnis Jānis (b. 1944) – Latvian conductor, pedagogue 589
Žitluhina Olga (b. 1960) – dancer, contemporary dance choreographer, pedagogue 877
Zīverts Mārtiņš (1903–1990) – Latvian playwright  605
Zola Émile Édouard Charles Antoine (1840–1902) – French writer, journalist 871
Zozuļa Vera (b. 1956) – Latvian luge driver 769, 770, 772
Zuika Roberts (1913–2015) – Latvian choir conductor, journalist, publicist 538, 581, 582, 585
Žukauskas Antanas (b. 1939) – Lithuanian sculptor 427
Žuravļovs Sergejs (Sergei Zhuravlev, Сергей Журавлев, b. 1954) – poet, public figure 873
Zutis Jānis (1893–1962) – Latvian historian  334, 335, 341
Zvaigznīte Jēkabs (born Jēkabs Šterns, 1833–1867) – Latvian folklorist, journalist, teacher 488
Zvejnieks Alberts (1902–1987) – Latvian wrestler (Greco-Roman wrestling), coach 756, 757
Zvidriņa Māra (1941–2004) – Latvian demographer, statistician 206
Zvidriņš Pēteris (b. 1943) – Latvian economist, demographer, pedagogue 15, 20, 206, 208, 243, 355 
Zvirgzdiņš Ainārs (b. 1959) – Latvian basketball coach 781
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