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HOMO LETTICUS: 
LOCALIT Y AND ETHNICIT Y AS TWO 

DIMENSIONS OF L ATVIAN IDENTIT Y 

DD
SVETL ANA RYZHAKOVA

By the term “Homo Letticus” I mean a set of cultural stereotypes and images which 
denote two aspects of ethnicity: the so called national character”, originating in belles-
lettres, art, travelogues, etc., and the behavioral patterns and cultural rules known and 
respected in Latvian society. 

Cultural imagination (Collingwood 1935; Comaroffs 1992: 44) plays an extre-
mely important role in the construction of cultural identities of different ranges and 
functions, including ethnicity. Several factors seem to precondition this organization, 
namely, traditions of historical writing that exist in a particular society, the quantity 
and variety of historical sources, methodology of analysis and common context for 
comparison (Burke 1992) as well as “national styles” as peculiar cultural construc-
tions. 

Observing the vast canvas of cultural stereotypes, metaphorically ascribed to a 
“Homo Letticus”, one can note several dimensions of the so called “Latvianness”. 

The first one has a pronounced correspondence to locality: “Latvia” is understood 
as a perfect “Latvian place”, sometimes the only one possible. The fact of living in 
Latvia, in the country side (laukos) in particular, plays an extremely important role in 
the typical image of the “Latvian”. An ethno-cultural landscape, being “nationalized” 
(Löfgren 1989: 23) in the German and Latvian political journalism and fiction from 
the end of the 18 th century, particularly since the second half of the 19th century, has 
created an important foundation for the cultural construction of Latvia as a country 
whose borders were fixed only in 1918. Secondary mythologization and “letoniza-
tion” of the river Daugava, lakes Lubana and Burtnieks, the rock Staburags and few 
other loci, and popularisation of this knowledge between all Latvians with the help of 
school education and mass-media has formed the face of “Latvia”. 

Apart from these important all-national geographical “items”, Latvians in popular 
perception were associated with “common farmers”, simple countrymen (the origin 
of this stereotype lies in the German Romantic tradition of the late 18th – early 19th 
century). “The Latvian home”, seen predominantly as a farmer’s house, has become 
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the center of “the Latvian universum” (see the poem “The Straumeni” by E.Virza) and 
has become sacred. 

The very idea of constant, long-term residing at one place, which is Latvia, turned 
into one of the most important Latvian “historical features” (see, for example, the his-
torical works of A. Spekke), while nomads, wandering peoples, were negatively per-
ceived and considered “non-Latvians”. Thus sedentism has acquired a moral aspect: 
to be a Latvian means – in many ways – to live in Latvia. 

The second feature of the model of “Latvianness” is a set of ethic and behavioral 
norms with an emphasis on the imperative to be Latvian, meaning to communicate as 
Latvians do. This includes – probably first and foremost – the Latvian language, but also 
communication tools and ethic values ascribed as denotations for “to be Latvian”. 

The unresolved problem of “power of hibridity” versus “power of locatedness” 
was analysed in Mary-Ann Herloff Mortensen’s dissertation “The Latvian Things” 
(Herloff Mortensen 1999), based on the contradictions in the construction of Latvian 
national culture among the Latvians of Latvia and the Latvians in exile. Attaching 
Latvian ethnicity to the set of ethic rules as well to a particular place (“locatedness”), 
seems to be quite typical for the late “nationalization” of culture. Today Latvian ethnic 
discourse seems to be more complex and not as clear as it used to be in Soviet times, 
with contemporary social problems and a strong need for both national and Europe-
an integration taken into account.

Any national culture can be described with the help of a “thesaurus”, of things com-
mon to both the elite classes and public at large of a given society. Particular motifs and 
themes quite often make syntagmatic interconnections. The law, education and media 
texts, while being universal cultural elements as such, turn into national symbols in the 
context of a national literature. These common metaphors build national codes, which 
characterise aspects and values of the day-to-day life. 

 A set of shared ideas and cultural practices can be described as a “national style”. 
The very formation of an ethnos and a nation can be considered as the formation of 
this “style”. As any language, the style can be analysed according to its “thesaurus” 
(emic items) and “grammar” (principles of the organization of elements), which trans-
form the style into a cultural code, “the life style”, “the style of behavior”, etc. Being 
in principle the universal elements of cultures, revealed and fixed in artistic, legislative, 
educational and many other types of texts, they are interpreted by Latvians themselves 
as specifically “Latvian”. The creation of such elements “makes” a national culture.

The concept of “Latvian style” was formulated in 1890s as the Latvian school of 
painting and architecture emerged. It was articulated in 1930s in the context of a strong 
ideological letonization of cultural life and subsequently used in applied and profes-
sional art of Soviet Latvia and in Latvian emigration. Ernests Lamsters paid special 
attention to “Latvian style” expressed in art forms (see his monograph Introduction into 
the History of Latvian Style, published in Germany in 1948-1949). He emphasizes the 
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prolonged historical succession of specific technical skills, artistic forms, ornamental tra-
ditions, architectonics, taste, etc. Without denying constant outside influences, Lams-
ters nevertheless attempts to show and formulate special features of “Latvian style”. He 
writes: “The tendency towards simplification, stylization and abstraction is typical for 
Latvians. Depicting not the real object, but its simplified version is a special feature of 
Latvian style. A feeling for rhythm and a fine taste, as well as good proportions – these 
are peculiar features of Latvian arts” (Lamsters 2003: 29). Nevertheless, Lamsters did 
not provide a detailed analysis of a specific content of this “style”. The fact is that the 
main motivation for Lamster’s work was a need for Latvian identity, which includes a 
skill to distinguish “things Latvian”. In that case we can talk about the “thesaurus” of 
cultural items and ideas (universal as such), which represents a “Latvian taste”.

Let me turn to the most typical characteristics being described as features of “La-
tvian style” in vast texts of interpretations of Latvian folklore, belles-lettres and jour-
nalism. It seems to be a list of ethno-cultural stereotypes which have emerged from 
the cultural imagination and are expressed in everyday life in the form of different 
“cultural languages”. These characteristics can be denoted as “footholds” of ethno-
national self-representation. 

The nationalization of landscape in the framework of Romanticism has created 
the idea of nature’s tight bound to a “national character”. In the Latvian case, the 
emergence of a national idea of Motherland strongly correlates with the Latvian et-
hno-national “revival” and letonization of cultural life in the Baltic provinces. Based 
on the “šī zeme ir mūsu” (“This land is ours”) slogan, the elements of landscape, urban 
culture and cultural institutions were nationalized. 

First of all, it was expressed in the choral tradition starting from the middle of the 
19th century to Song Festivals – the contemporary brand, with its slogan “Latvia, the 
land that sings”, and later on, at the end of the 19th -beginning of the 20th century, 
in fine arts, mostly painting, with landscapes as the main theme (see Ābele 2006). A 
tendency towards recreating “the mood of our native land”, or dzimtenīga noskaņa, 
“Motherland’s mood”, appeared with the emergence of the school of Latvian na-
tional painting, as separate from the local German (Ostseen) art tradition. Nature, 
the landscapes of Latvia, including the picturesque forms of the sea, rivers, trees and 
fields, as well as ethnographic objects, such as peasant houses, rye-bread, details of folk 
costume, were seen as representing “the sense of our native land” within the frame-
work of “Latvian style”. The style was circulated on the postcards, stamps, calendars 
etc. One should also mention the design of Latvian banknotes (lats) in the time of the 
First Republic and nowadays. Landscapes are predominant, with only two portraits 
(the so called “Milda” or “Motherland”, “Mother Latvia” on the 500 Lats banknote, 
and “Father of the Nation”, the folklorist Kr. Barons on the note of 100 Lats). Alt-
hough by the time of the First Republic Latvian painting has developed many other 
themes, the landscape, particularly Latvian one, still plays the most significant role. 
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The “Skarbais stils” (the Severe style). The peasant identity of Latvians was re-
flected in several qualities of the cultivated aesthetics, which as a whole is designated 
as “the severe style”. The concept of “severity” includes features such as simplicity, 
laconism, closeness to nature and primeval forms. It strongly correlates with the Scan-
dinavian aesthetics of the 1970-80s and with the Japanese tradition based on the 
wabi-sabi principle. This style is evident in Latvian plastic art forms, especially in 
sculpture and ceramics. Another interesting example can be found in a contemporary 
tradition of Latvian cemetery decoration, including gray stone monuments of a spe-
cific style with short inscriptions and laconic ornamentation (Sterģis 1992: 21). One 
of the best-known masters, Uldis Stergis, says that “a Latvian must not lose his natio-
nality even after death” and that proper decoration of cemeteries “will help Latvians 
to become more Latvian” (Sterģis 1992: 21). 

Sakoptība, kartība – “the order” (German “Ordnung”). This feature plays a si-
gnificant role in “Latvian style”. Incidentally, one of the most negative impressions 
and stereotypes about Russians, widespread among Latvians, is their indifference to 
order. As one of my informants said, after the first mass visit of the Soviet soldiers 
to the Latvian opera in Riga in 1940 the floor of the opera house was covered in a 
thick layer of sunflower seeds’ husks and this was “one of the reasons for my hosti-
lity to the new authorities” (the author’s personal fieldworks materials, an interview 
25/12/2000). The obligation of “the order” is manifested in such Latvian expressions 
as “kartība nav diskutējama” (“The order should not be discussed”). 

However, “simplicity”, “purity” and “order” still aren’t enough to create a style. 
The next Latvian concept – Daiļums, Daile denotes the most general concept of 
“beauty”,“Latvian beauty” as such in particular. As the folklorist J.A. Jansons notes, 
daile in the Latvian folklore is always connected to “youth, hard work, high social 
status, nature and high morality” (Jansons 1970). It also generally deals with “purity”, 
“harmony”, “elegance”, “calmness”, and “constancy”. Another concept, quite close to 
“beauty”, is piedienība (“correspondence”, “fitting”, “accuracy”, “the right place and 
time”); it has been discussed in the essay by the Latvian writer Gundega Repše as one 
of the most important features and values of Latvians. The idea of “correctness”, “fit-
ting” of a human appearance and behaviour to a situation seems to be very important 
for Latvians. Thus, the cultivation of “beauty” (both individual and environmental – 
beauty of a house, garden, etc.) is elevated to a high status and is equated to virtue, on 
the basis of “the beauty simply must be” imperative. Only a Latvian can say: “Jauki!” 
(“nice”), expressing high satisfaction. 

The specific use of colors and their combination in specific circumstances is yet an-
other feature of “Latvian style”. For example, it is commonly understood that a Latvian 
will never paint the walls of his house blue or dark-blue. The “Latvian colors” are yellow-
brown nuances, supplemented with olive green, gray, red, dark-blue and sometimes vio-
let. Their choice was initially based, of course, on the range of natural dyes. Nowadays 
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however, colour selection is done at a store, but preference is given to the already formed 
colour range, and is evidently an ethno-cultural preference. However, the style of sou-
venirs produced by the “Daiļrade” company also helped to fix this stereotype in Soviet 
Latvia. Latvian ethnographical data show a far more varied range of colors actually 
used. Later the concept of “Latvian colors” was considerably diversified and broadened 
(which happened not without the influence of international fashions).

The white color occupies a special position in the Latvian national frame of mind. 
The Latvian folk costume includes many white items; in a number of districts even 
the work dress was “white”. In fiction and art critisism there is an enormous number 
of references to “white” as a symbolic colour of the highest degree which indicates 
physical and moral “cleanliness” (see Mauriņa 1953). Today, another “Latvian color” 
is a special, dark-crimson hue of red – the color of the Latvian national flag, called 
“Latvian red”, which has no relation to ethnographical style. Today it is one of the 
recognized visual symbols of Latvia. 

In addition, “Latvian style” includes some objects which can be named “things 
Latvian” (see Sildegs and Grīns 1949) which obtained a special popularity among the 
Latvian Diaspora. “Things Latvian” include the so-called “Nameisis ring” (reconstruc-
tion of an artefact of the 10 -11th century AD) and other reconstructed archeological 
adornments, the “Lielvarde belt” (as well as other components of the folk costume), 
parts of domestic interior and utensils, such as folk style candlesticks, vases, circles, 
plates and Latvian geometric ornament itself (on this see Herloff Mortensten 1999: 
34; Ryzhakova 2002). However, this decorative approach of “Latvianness” has also 
been criticized since the 1990s as sentimental, utopian and too strongly connected to 
the nationalistic ideology. 

At this point let us make some general conclusions. The aesthetics of “Latvian 
style” plays an important role both in the thesaurus of this national culture and in 
the human dimension, i.e. in the set of behavior patterns ascribed to Latvians. “To 
be Latvian” means – in many senses – to share a common taste expressed in visual 
culture and day-to-day life. Although the shape of “Homo Letticus” is conventional, 
its content seems to be a rather fixed set of features and images.

The tendencies of poetization, politicization and consumerization of ethnicity as well 
as its manufacturing in various national projects and mass-media as the basis for a na-
tional identity today faces a certain ideological crisis. That is why Latvian cultural and 
political elite makes a pronounced emphasis on different forms of “calculation”, “list-
ing” and “canonization” of Latvian national culture, which includes “Latvian ethnicity” 
as the most important element. Poetical imagination combines ecological and rational 
thinking expressed in the lists of “cultural idiosyncrasies” by poet Imats Ziedonis, which 
are nothing but local variations of banalities that may serve as cultural markers or even 
“ethnical brands” in transnational consumer society (Ziedonis 2006).

One of the recent initiatives, the Canon of Latvian National culture (an elaborate 
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project launched by the Ministry of culture in 2008 on the example of a similar 
Danish and Dutch experience), is thought to pin down the characteristic features of 
“Latvian style” as manifested in ideology and Latvian cultural politics.

Nowadays the Baltic republics have started implementing different programmes 
that aim at modernizing their societies and their countries into modern European na-
tional states. Even if they feel irresistibly drawn to the modern imagery, in Latvia one 
can observe that the longing for retaining the sense of their own uniqueness through 
cultural forms and discourses has remained a powerful impulse. 

Svet lana Ryzhakova

HOMO LET TICUS :  LOKALUMAS IR ETNIŠKUMAS KAIP DU L ATVIŲ TAPATUMO ASPEKTAI

S a n t r a u k a

Žvelgiant į kultūrinius stereotipus, metaforiškai priskiriamus homo letticus, galima išskirti keletą 
vadi namojo latviškumo aspektų. Pirmasis sietinas su lokalumu: Latvijos teritorija, ypač kaimo vieto-
vės (lauki), suvokiamos kaip ideali Latvijos „erdvė“. Pastovi ir nekintanti gyvenamoji vieta Latvijo-
je – vienas būdingiausių nacionalinės kultūros ir istorijos bruožų, susiformavusių XX amžiuje. 

 Antras latviškumo aspektas apima etines ir elgesio normas, kurių laikydamasis individas 
„elgiasi“ kaip latvis. Ypač svarbus bendravimas latvių kalba. 

 Tautinio stiliaus estetika turi didelę reikšmę, ji būdinga visiems Latvijos gyventojų sociali-
niams sluoksniams. Vaizdingų kaimo vietovių nacionalizavimas atskleidžia latvių ir gamtos ryšį 
(dzimtenīga noskaņa). Valstietiškajam latvių tapatumui būdingas atšiaurumas. Tvarka (sakoptība, 
kartība), grožis (daile), atitikimas (piedienība), tam tikrų spalvų derinimas atsižvelgiant į esamas 
aplinkybes formuoja latviškumą. Būti latviu reiškia atitikti būdingas vizualios kultūros ir kasdieni-
nio gyvenimo normas. 
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