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Architecture and Urban Development
of Art Nouveau*Metropolis riga
Jānis Krastiņš

Riga, the capital city of Latvia is a world heritage site since 1997. Its rich architectural

heritage consists of buildings in a variety of styles, built in different periods from the

Middle Ages up to the present day. Unlike many other cities, Riga has a very clearly

perceptible, precise urban structure.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Riga experienced a real construction boom,

which coincided with the development of Art Nouveau. Buildings of this style represent

nearly one-third of the whole inventory of the city centre. Riga is a real Art Nouveau

metropolis.

Formal variety of Art Nouveau in Riga comprises Eclectic Decorative trend, co called

Perpendicular Art Nouveau and National Romanticism. Primarily local architects were

active in Riga, most of them being graduates of the Riga Polytechnical Institute.

Functionalism or Modern Movement prevailed during Latvia’s first period of

independence. A new urban zone consisting of prefabricated panel blocks encircling the

city’s historical centre is the main consequence of the period of the soviet occupation. A

new period in the development of architecture and urban development of Riga started

after 1990, when country reclaimed its independence and a free market economy re-

emerged.

Introduction

Riga, the capital city of Latvia is a city of superlative architecture. The central part of

it was inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List in 1997. It is the area bounded

by Krasta iela, 11. novembra krastmala, Eksporta iela, Hanzas iela, Emı̄la Melngaila

iela, Krišjāņa Valdemāra iela, Palı̄dzı̄bas iela, Aristı̄da Briāna iela, Tallinas iela,

Aleksandra Čaka iela, Matı̄sa iela, Avotu iela, Lāčplēša iela, Ernesta Birznieka-Upı̄ša

iela, Satekles iela, Marijas iela, Gogoļa iela and Turgeņeva iela. Riga’s rich architectural

heritage consists of buildings in a variety of styles, built in different periods from the
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Middle Ages up to the present day. Unlike many other cities, Riga has a very clearly

perceptible, precise urban structure.

Urban History

Founded in 1201, the city was initially established on a peninsula between the River

Rı̄dzene or Rı̄ga, which was gradually filled up starting with the seventeenth century,

and the River Daugava. At first, a small area was walled in, along the right bank of the

River Rı̄dzene, but by the close of the thirteenth century a town surrounded by a wall

with towers extended across almost all of the area between the two rivers.

As early as 1293 the town had its own building regulations, in accordance with

which only masonry buildings were permitted in the Inner Town, i.e. in the area

within the town wall. In the fourteenth century, suburbs began to develop. Between

1537 and 1565, in accordance with Renaissance ideas on urbanism, fortifications

consisting of ramparts and bastions were built around Old Riga, named then the

Inner Town. In the late seventeenth century, Riga’s fortifications were perfected, and

between 1670 and 1697, the Citadel was built north-west of Old Riga.

Until the seventeenth century, the suburbs of Riga lacked any regular plan, but in

1652 new, a grid-pattern network of streets and regular rectangular blocks were

envisaged. These plans for the suburbs were implemented only in the second half of

the eighteenth century and remained unaltered to this day. In 1772, the buildings in

the suburban area lying closest to the ramparts were demolished, creating an open

area around the fortress, the Esplanade, which stretched as far as present-day

Elizabetes iela. In accordance with Russian military regulations, only wooden

buildings were permitted in the suburbs, and it was envisaged that in case of war

the suburbs were to be razed to the ground, something that did actually take place in

1812. When they were rebuilt, the suburbs generally retained their previous plan.

Right up to the mid-nineteenth century, Riga was a fortress surrounded by suburbs

of wooden houses (Figure 1), but then there followed the most important phase in

the development of the city. In 1856, permission was obtained from the Russian Tsar

to demolish the ramparts, and the city architect Johann Daniel Felsko, together with

architect OttoDietze, prepared a plan for transforming the area of the former fortress

and Esplanade (Figure 2). In accordance with this plan, a semicircle of boulevards was

created around Old Riga. The boulevards are lined with blocks of apartment

buildings alternating with parks and freestanding public buildings. One of the most

important compositional axes of the urban plan was the canal, created in place of the

former moats and flanked by a belt of greenery.

Between 1873 and 1875, the ramparts of the Citadel, too, were demolished, and the

surrounding area was transformed in line with the ideas of Felsko and Dietze. During

the 1880s and 1890s, the construction of multi-storied masonry houses took place

mainly along the boulevards, and by the end of the nineteenth century the boulevard

ensemble looked quite close to how it does today.
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, Riga experienced the most rapid

economic growth in the history of the city. It became one of the major industrial and

cultural centres in the Baltic area. The turnover of trade in the harbour of Riga was

the highest in the Russian Empire. Riga produced almost everything*from a simple

needle to cars and railway carriages. The food, textile and electromechanical

industries were highly developed. Population increased from 280,000 in 1897 to

over 500,000 on the eve of World War I. Overall prosperity in industry, trade and

culture generated an unprecedented expansion of building activity. Intensive

construction of multi-storey masonry buildings took place in all of the former

suburbs. From 1910 to 1913 between 300 and 500 structures were built each year. It

was mainly at this time that the whole of the city centre as we know it today came

into being. Although most of the masonry buildings here were constructed on the site

of earlier wooden buildings, nevertheless, many nineteenth century wooden buildings

have been preserved. It is a unique phenomenon in the world’s urban architecture. In

1901, development of the Mežaparks (‘Forest Park’; German Kaiserwald) district

began on Riga’s north-eastern outskirts. Actually, it was the Europe’s first garden city.

The period of construction boom in early twentieth century coincided with the

development of Art Nouveau. It has a special place in the architecture of Riga. After

1904, no more Eclecticism buildings were constructed; therefore, in the central part of

the city Art Nouveau dominates completely. Buildings of this style represent nearly

Figure 1 Riga in 1840.
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one third of the whole inventory of the city centre (Figure 3). Art Nouveau cannot be

found in such concentration and of such artistic quality in any other city of the world.

Riga is a real Art Nouveau metropolis: ‘It is generally recognised that Riga contains

the finest concentration of Art Nouveau buildings in Europe’.1

The harmonious development of the urban environment has been largely due to

Riga’s building regulations, which defined the building density, the maximal height

(21.3 m), as well as the disposition and shape of various architectural details. After

World War II, these time-honoured regulations were not taken into account. They

were renewed in 1995.

In late 1930s, Le Corbusierian ideas of urban transformations appeared also in

Riga. Several blocks in Old Riga were pulled down to give place for new mammoth

scale public buildings. During World War II, almost one third of the most valuable

buildings of Old Riga were destroyed. During the period of Soviet occupation, several

new urban master plans were worked out. They were approved in 1955, 1969 and in

1983. Nevertheless, new buildings went up in the historical environment without any

sound reasons being offered for not respecting traditional alignments and heights.

The huge apartment blocks sprang up around the modern city centre. For the most

part, the principle of free terrain planning prevailed. New housing districts with their

open building arrangement, the drab prefabricated panel houses and a weak

Figure 2 Master plan for transforming the area of the former fortress and Esplanade of

Riga. 1856, Johann Daniel Felsko and Otto Dietze.
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infrastructure do not create an impression of a precisely organised environment of

high liveability.

With Latvia regaining its independence, building activity concentrated on

restoration and on safeguarding the environment. In 1995 a new master plan was

created. As the twentieth century gave way to the twenty-first, building activity

greatly increased.

Several new office buildings have gone up; hotels and banks have been radically

transformed; a number of low-storied dwelling complexes of human scale have been

created. There has been a mushrooming of new shopping centres, many of which are

located in residential areas, dating back to Soviet days, but the great majority are to be

found along the chief thoroughfares. They have introduced new and original elements

into this cityscape, but seen from the perspective of traditional urban discipline they

seem questionable.

The vacant plots in the Old Town are rapidly being built up. Lost during World

War II, Town Hall Square is rebuilt again. Project for the preservation and

development of the historical centre of Riga has been worked out. Its target is

more sensitive and correct attitude to the urban structure and architecture of world

heritage site Riga.

Architecture around 1900

The main asset of architectural legacy of Riga is Art Nouveau. Emerged in late

nineteenth century, this new style is sometimes still perceived simply as a change in

architectural decoration, but in fact the essence of Art Nouveau does not lie in

ornamentation. True, many Art Nouveau buildings really are very conspicuous on

account of their original, unusual and imaginative decoration. Art Nouveau was

Figure 3 Art Nouveau buildings in Riga.

Architecture and urban development of art nouveau 399



conceptually ahistorical. The starting point of architecture was the convenient

functional arrangement of interior space and the utilisation of appropriate building

materials and structural methods, from which the shape, image and aesthetic

character of the building were derived. The creative method proper to this style was

to present architecture in an artistically expressive manner underpinned by practical

considerations. Thus, it is Art Nouveau in particular that inaugurated a new stylistic

system of contemporary architecture.

The well-known Latvian publicist and art critic Jānis Asars neatly summed up the

creative approach of Art Nouveau in 1904: ‘. . . a building is not to be constructed

from the outside inwards, as was done previously, when the only concern was a

pompous façade, the arrangement of interior space being left to mere chance, but

from the inside working outwards. The rooms inside must be practical and beautiful,

and the exterior of the building must be adapted to them. From a truly artistic

perspective, the interior, not the façade, must be the starting point for the

construction of a building’.2

Art Nouveau is very diverse in its modes of expression. Certain Art Nouveau

buildings are in fact direct precursors of the formal language of the style that

succeeded it*the Modern Movement or Functionalism. Art Nouveau differs greatly

from country to country. The Art Nouveau in Riga being mainly inspired by German,

Austrian and Finnish architecture, presents peculiar and ‘one of the most mature

regional variations of the style in Europe’.3 It was ‘highly professional, versatile and

varied phenomenon in which the arts were combined naturally’.4 Primarily local

architects were active in Riga in the early twentieth century. Most of them were

graduates of the Riga Polytechnical Institute (RPI), where the Faculty of Architecture

was opened in 1869.

Right from the start, Art Nouveau was rational, i.e. reasonable, sensible, and even

restrained. This is true of Riga’s very first Art Nouveau building*an apartment

building with shops at Audēju iela 7, built in 1899 according to the project by

architects Alfred Aschenkampff and Max Scherwinsky. Even markedly rational Art

Nouveau façades are usually adorned with elegant, refined sculptural details,

integrated into the basic architectural form. A characteristic example in this regard

is one of Riga’s Art Nouveau masterpieces*the apartment building at Smilšu iela 2

(1902, Konstantı̄ns Pēkšēns; Figure 4).

In the initial phase of Art Nouveau, the new style was sometimes perceived simply

as a change in decoration, replacing the retrospective forms of Eclecticism with new

kinds of ornamentation, which had already developed in other fields of the visual

arts, while retaining the characteristic Eclectic richness of the façades and the regular,

rhythmic composition. Several such Eclectic Decorative Art Nouveau buildings were

designed by architects Heinrich Scheel and Friedrich Scheffel, for example at Smilšu

iela 8 (1902). The stunning interior decoration, with expressive female figures, murals

with floral motifs and reliefs, is a masterpiece of the play of ornamental forms of this

style (Figure 5).
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The façades of certain Eclectic Decorative Art Nouveau buildings literally seethe

with an over-abundance of various unusual decorative forms. These include almost a

dozen houses reflecting the unrivalled creative imagination of civil engineer Mikhail

Eisenstein*most of them on or near Alberta iela. This is Art Nouveau at its most

spectacular version with the most extreme, exuberant and amazing combinations of

floral motifs, masks, human figures, sphinxes, lions, serpents, dragons and other

beasts, as well as curving and straight mouldings, circles and other geometric forms.

This fantastic decoration transforms façades into amazing theatre sets (Figure 6).

Figure 4 Apartment building at Smilšu iela 2. 1902, Konstantı̄ns Pēkšēns. Photograph:

Vilnis Zilberts.
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Although not characteristic for the Riga’s Art Nouveau in general, this street now is

one of the city’s most popular tourist sights.

Riga has a whole series of other buildings with dynamic façades that reflect a more

profound understanding of the rationalist principles behind Art Nouveau. In this

sense, the most characteristic feature of the early twentieth century architecture is so

called Perpendicular Art Nouveau . Buildings of this trait are marked by a pronounced

vertical composition of the facades, extensive use of bay windows and oriels, vertically

stretched proportions of apertures, as well as projecting vertical bands frequently

breaking window bays and ornamental reliefs on the spandrels. The ornamental

details usually are completely integrated in the architectural articulation. A whole

series of multi-storey shopping centres were built in this stylistic trend, sometimes

Figure 5 Apartment building at Smilšu iela 8. 1902, Heinrich Scheel and Friedrich

Scheffel. Entrance hall. Photograph: Vilnis Zilberts.
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known in Germany as the ‘Department Store Style’ (Warenhausstil), throughout the

Europe.

One of the earliest examples of Perpendicular Art Nouveau in Riga is in the

apartment building at Lāčplēša iela 18 (1907, Jānis Alksnis; Figure 7). Here, the rich

decoration has been precisely subordinated to powerfully articulated architecture. In

the central part of the façade of the apartment building at Baznı̄cas iela 5 (1907,

Friedtich Scheffel; Figure 8) the windows have been shifted vertically by half a storey,

a feature that reflects in a quite rationalistic way the spatial structure of the interior of

the building: behind these windows are the landings of the stairs.

Most of the buildings of the ‘Perpendicular Art Nouveau’ in Riga were designed by

Latvian architects Jānis Alksnis, Eižens Laube, Konstantı̄ns Pēkšēns and Jānis Gailis. A

number of them were constructed by local Jewish architect Paul Mandelstamm and

resident Germans, or, as they called themselves, German Baltics (Deutschbalten)*
Bernhard Bielenstein, Rudolph Dohnberg and others. There are several sites in the

centre of Riga, such as on Antonijas, Brı̄vı̄bas, Aleksandra Čaka, Ğertrūdes, Matı̄sa,

Stabu and other streets, where the Perpendicular Art Nouveau completely determines

the character of the urban environment.

Perpendicular Art Nouveau has come to epitomise, as it were the work of the

prolific architect Jānis Alksnis. He himself was the owner of the apartment building at

Stabu iela 19 (Figure 9) that he designed in 1908. One of Riga’s finest examples of

Perpendicular Art Nouveau, the house burned out completely in 1987 and was

restored in 1997�1999, retaining the building’s spatial structure with the vertical

displacement of the central wing by half a storey in relation to the wing facing the

Figure 6 Alberta iela. 1903�1906, Mikhail Eisenstein. 1937 Photograph.
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street and the courtyard rear wing, thus permitting a rational arrangement of the

stairs. Similar architecture is seen in the façade of the house at Lāčplēša iela 35, and in

dozens of other buildings designed by J. Alksnis.

One of the finest examples of Perpendicular Art Nouveau in Riga is at Tērbatas iela

14, built as the Mutual Credit Society Bank of the Riga merchants (1909, Konstantı̄ns

Pēkšēns and Arthur Moedlinger; Figure 10). The façades are faced with grey and black

Finnish and Swedish granite. The staircase is adorned with stained glass windows

executed in typical graphic manner of Art Nouveau (by Kārlis Brencēns), symbolising

education, transport, commerce, shipping and other themes. The window between

the ground floor and first floor shows a portrait of Krišjānis Valdemārs, the

economist and publicist who began the Latvian National Revival movement, along

with his exhortation ‘Latvji braucat jūriņā, zeltu krājat pūriņā’ (Latvians sailing the

seas, save your gold in the dowry chest). The door of the bank’s strong room, on the first

Figure 7 Apartment building at Lāčplēša iela 18. 1907, Jānis Alksnis. Photograph: Jānis

Krastiņš.
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floor, is decorated with the authentic inscription ‘Terauda istaba’ (Steel Room), in

characteristic Art Nouveau lettering.

The most peculiar and vivid approaches to formal expression of Art Nouveau is

National Romanticism . This was an attempt by several nations to perpetuate their

national identity through architecture. National Romanticism flourished particularly

in the borderlands of the great empires, which often surpassed the imperial centres in

terms of economic and cultural development. Examples include Finland and Latvia

within the Russian Empire, Slovakia, Bohemia and Moravia, and Slovenia in Austria-

Hungary and Catalonia in Spain.

In the countries of Northern Europe, National Romantic buildings are distin-

guished by their somewhat ponderous shape, monumentality and steeply-pitched

roofs. Particular attention was given to the use of natural building materials for the

exterior finish. Decoration, if present at all, was very restrained.

National Romanticism in Riga was vivid, but very short-lived phenomenon.

Reflecting the efforts of Latvian architects to create a specific Latvian architecture in

urban context, it flourished there between 1905 and 1911. National Romanticism

Figure 8 Apartment building at Baznı̄cas ela 5. 1907, Friedtich Scheffel. Photograph:

Jānis Jaunarājs.

Architecture and urban development of art nouveau 405



with its powerfully organic, paganised feel was rooted in the language of vernacular

wooden architecture, applying folk art elements as well. Ethnographic ornamental

motifs, if applied, mostly were transformed according to personal taste of the

individual architect. National Romantic buildings fully dominate in the cityscape in

several areas of Riga.

Certain impulses for the development of National Romanticism in Riga came from

the Finnish architecture of that time, but the main reason was the rapid rise of

Latvian culture and the growth of Latvian national pride. Riga was becoming

increasingly Latvian. In about 1910, 31.5% of Riga house-owners were Germans,

10.4% were Russians, and a whole 44.7% were Latvians. The proportion of Latvians

among the owners of multi-storey Art Nouveau buildings built in the early twentieth

century was even higher: over 60%! At that time, more than 300 different newspapers

and 160 magazines were being published in Latvian, and Latvian architects were

likewise very productive. Around 250 masonry buildings in Riga were built according

to designs by Konstantı̄ns Pēkšēns, 130 were designed by Jānis Alksnis, around 90 by

Figure 9 Apartment building at Stabu iela 19. 1908, Jānis Alksnis. Photograph: Jānis

Jaunarājs.
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Oskars Bārs, 83 by Eižens Laube, 71 by Aleksandrs Vanags, about 40 by Ernests Pole,

20 by Augusts Malvess, another 20 by Mārtiņš Nukša and 15 by Jānis Gailis.

The earliest National Romantic buildings in Riga, at Lāčplēša iela 4 (K. Pēkšēns),

Aleksandra Čaka iela 26 and Tērbatas iela 15/17 (both by K. Pēkšēns and E. Laube),

appeared in 1905. The façade of the apartment building at Aleksandra Čaka iela 26 is

adorned with a Latvian version of the adage ‘My home is my castle’ (Mans names�
mana pils) along with some restrained decoration using ethnographic motifs. Very

characteristic of the formal language of National Romanticism are windows with

tapered upper parts.

The school building at Tērbatas iela 15/17 (Figure 11) is one of the symbols of early

twentieth century architecture of Riga. The building has an expressive silhouette,

while the architectural finish utilises a variety of natural building materials. Brackets

at the upper part of the façade support the ends of the trusses spanning the school

hall.

Among the National Romantic masterpieces by E. Laube is the apartment building

at Alberta iela 11 (1908), Aleksandra Čaka iela 83/85 (1909), Brı̄vı̄bas iela 33, and 62

Figure 10 Mutual Credit Society Bank of the Riga merchants at Tērbatas iela 14. 1909,

Konstantı̄ns Pēkšēns and Arthur Moedlinger. Photograph: Vilnis Zilberts.
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(both 1908) and much more. Laube’s apartment building with shops at Brı̄vı̄bas iela

47 (1908; Figure 12) is evidently the best-known example of this stylistic trend.

Several National Romantic buildings by E. Laube have associations with the idealised

image of an ancient Latvian castle. Such examples are the so-called ‘Romanov

Bazzar’*a group of apartment buildings at Lāčplēša iela 70, 70a and 70b, Avotu iela

20 and 22, and Ernesta Birznieka-Upı̄ša iela 29*and the apartment building at

Ģertrūdes iela 23 (all 1909). Reminiscent of them is also apartment building with

shops at Aleksandra Čaka iela 67/69 (1912, E. Pole).

The apartment building with shops at Brı̄vı̄bas iela 58 (1906; Figure 13) is the first

independent work by the master of National Romanticism Aleksandrs Vanags. The

portal is decorated with motifs drawn from national ornaments. Similar entrance

portals are seen on several other buildings designed by A. Vanags, for example, at

Krišjāņa Barona iela 30, Aleksandra Čaka liela 64, and Bruņinieku iela 115 (all 1909).

A. Vanags desidned also most of the buildings in a cluster of apartment buildings at

Figure 11 School building at Tērbatas iela 15/17. 1905, Konstantı̄ns Pēkšēns and Eižens

Laube. Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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Krišjāņa Valdemāra iela 67, 69, 71 and 73 (1909�1910), which is the largest and most

impressive ensemble of National Romantic architecture in Riga.

Several works in the spirit of Latvian National Romanticism were also created by

the local German Baltic architects. These include the apartment buildings at

Ģertrūdes iela 38 (1907) and 63 (1910, both by Alexander Schmaeling) and Nometņu

iela 47 (1909, Wilhelm Bockslaff), and the Church of the Cross at Ropažu iela 120

(1909, W. Bockslaff and E. Friesendorff). Likewise, many of the smaller public

buildings and single-family or semi-detached houses built in the early twentieth

century, mostly the work of German Baltic architects and reflecting quite directly the

German Heimatstil (‘Homeland Style’), are in formal stylistic terms quite close to the

National Romantic version of Art Nouveau.

The early twentieth century was a time when fashions changed as quickly as never

before, and Art Nouveau, too, was soon opposed by the generally retrospective

Neoclassical movement. Paradoxically, Riga’s earliest Neoclassical creation is the Riga

Latvian Society building at Merķeļa iela 13 (1909, E. Laube and E. Pole; Figure 14).

The building has a portal of classical Ionic columns of polished granite and a high

pediment. The central part of the façade is adorned with colourful panels by Janis

Rozentāls, showing allegorical figures from ancient mythology.

Riga has only several orthodox ‘classical’ buildings of Neoclassical trend, which vas

very widespread in the architecture of Russia at that time. An emphatically

monumental example of Neoclassicism is the former Mortgage Bank at Krišjāņa

Figure 12 Apartment building with shops at Brı̄vı̄bas iela 47. 1908, Eižens Laube.

Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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Valdemāra iela 3 (1913, August Witte). Neoclassicism in Riga is generally represented

in the form of various fashionable elements from the classical vocabulary,

incorporated into the exterior finish of buildings designed according to Art Nouveau

principles. A characteristic example is the former Riga 5th Mutual Credit Society

Bank at Smilšu iela 1 (1912, J. Alksnis). The former Riga Pārdaugava Mutual Credit

Society Bank, at Kaļķu iela 15 is architecturally similar (1913, J. Alksnis; Figure 15).

This was one of the first buildings in Riga with a poured in situ reinforced concrete

skeleton.

A unique piece of Art Nouveau architecture is the apartment building with shops

at Miera iela 5, designed in 1912 by architects Alexander Schmaeling, Edgar

Hartmann and Viktor Unverhau for the Riga Housing Company (Figure 16). The

style of the building is far ahead of its time: with its emphatically horizontal

arrangement of balconies, rounded at both ends, and its ribbon fenestration, it is

virtually indistinguishable from the most characteristic examples of Modern Move-

ment architecture from around 1930.

Architecture during Latvia’s First Period of Independence

Architecture of Riga during Latvia’s first period of independence between the World

Wars displays all characteristic trends of European architecture of that time. Modern

Movement, known also as Functionalism , prevailed. The first Functionalist buildings

Figure 13 Apartment building with shops at Brı̄vı̄bas iela 58. 1906, Aleksandrs Vanags.

Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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in Riga date as early as 1926�1927. One of the pioneers of the new style, and one of

its most productive exponents was civil engineer Teodors Hermanovskis. At around

1930, the major impetus behind the development of Functionalism was the

construction of single-family houses, as well as small apartment buildings with no

more than four apartments. About 180 were built in the Mežaparksdistrict at this

time, while in the Teika district, where construction began in 1930, more than 500

such houses had been built by 1939. Fifty-eight of the Teika houses were designs by T.

Hermanovskis, including a series of three-storey apartment buildings along Brı̄vı̄bas

gatve.

The combination of bay windows and balconies, presenting a contrast between

emphatic horizontality and markedly vertical fenestration, as well as the corner

balcony, epitomise the Functionalist range of expression. Such features are

conspicuous in one of the most outstanding and also one of the earliest examples

of the style*the office and apartment building at Elizabetes iela 51, (1928; Figure

17). The architect of this building, Paul Mandelstamm, designed a whole series of

other fine Functionalist buildings.

Several vivid examples of the formal language of Functionalism were created by the

well-known exponents of this style, Alfred Karr and Kurt Baetge. The façade of the

house of the Latvian Publishers’ Trade Union at Lāčplēša iela 43/45 (1930) is

dominated by bands of balconies in combination with a bay window. The former

Latvian Stock Bank (now the Rı̄dzene branch of SEB Latvijas Unibanka) at Vaļņu iela

Figure 14 The Riga Latvian Society building at Merķeļa iela 13. 1909, Eižens Laube and

Ernests Pole. Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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11 (1931; Figure 18) is one of Riga’s most outstanding examples of Functionalism. In

tune with the aesthetics of this building is the office and apartment building with a

cinema, by the same architects, at Vaļņu iela 9.

Other examples of Functionalist architecture include housing blocks built by the

Riga municipality*at Ausekļa iela 3 (1927, Pāvils Dreijmanis), Lomonosova iela 12

(1929, Ernests Štālbergs), Jāņa Asara iela 15 (1929, Osvalds Tı̄lmanis)*several

schools built in the 1930s by Alfrēds Grı̄nbergs, and a number of apartment and

Figure 15 Riga Pārdaugava Mutual Credit Society Bank at Kaļķu iela 15. 1913, J. Alksnis.

Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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public buildings. Functionalism has left a very powerful mark on Riga’s cityscape.

Works in this style are represented in the oeuvre of practically all the architects active

during Latvia’s first period of independence.

There are a number of buildings created in the 1930s, especially in the second half

of the decade, whose architectural language and finish were generally in accord with

the aesthetics of Functionalism, but which included certain details from the Classical

vocabulary. Most commonly these take the form of columns or other elements from

the classical orders. It is known that the forms of orders first developed in wooden

architecture. The original prototype in timber of the Greek Doric order is known

from a depiction on an ancient vase, showing very tall, slender columns. Latvians

have always perceived wood as the typical local*and thus national*building

material. Thus, unusually slender columns came to represent a distinct ‘Latvian

order’.

The question of national style remained topical. Rather popular was opinion that

classical architectural forms represent an eternal and inexhaustible value, Function-

alism being seen, conversely, as a ‘non-national’ style, inappropriate to the Latvian

mentality and presenting smooth, bare, impoverished forms. Ardent proponent of

Figure 16 Apartment building with shops at Miera iela 5. 1912, Alexander Schmaeling,

Edgar Hartmann and Viktor Unverhau. Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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such views was E. Laube, although Functionalism was not entirely outside the scope

of his oeuvre.

A trend towards a monumental, ponderous classical mode of expression in

architecture in parallel with Functionalism developed everywhere in the second half

of the 1930s. This was Neoeclecticism , another return to the classical language of form,

seeing it as a manifestation of eternal values in art. Sometimes, this movement is

known as authoritarian architecture, since it was favoured by Stalin, Hitler, Mussolini

and other dictators, but in fact they were only adapting the fashion of the time,

Neoeclecticism being one of the regular flashes of historicism.

The most monumental and ‘classical’ building in terms of formal language of

Neoeclecticism in Riga is the Palace of Justice, the present administrative building at

Brı̄vı̄bas bulvāris 36 (1936�1938, Fridrihs Skujiņš). The architectural image of the

‘Centrs’ department store at Audēju iela 16 is determined by the rhythm of its

corinthian pilasters and the respectable, classical cornice (1936�1940,). The

Neoeclectic War Museum, built at Smilšu iela 20 (1937�1938 Artūrs Galindoms,

Figure 19), incorporates the Powder Tower*the largest and the only kept tower of

the medieval city wall. One of the largest and most important public buildings in Riga

displaying this stylistic approach is the Ministry of Finance at Smilšu iela 1 (1937�
1939, Aleksandrs Klinklāvs). Neoeclectic influences are also seen in the municipal

housing block at Brı̄vı̄bas iela 90 (1937�1938, Jānis Rengarts and Alberts Vecsı̄lis).

Figure 17 Office and apartment building at Elizabetes iela 51. 1928, Paul Mandelstamm.

Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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This was the last of the apartment blocks built by the municipal authorities of Riga

before the Second World War.

Architecture after the Second World War

The Second World War brought construction to a complete stop, but post-war

architecture does show stylistic continuity with the period before the war. A

Neoeclectic trend appeared throughout the world in the architecture of many

administrative and other public buildings. A very characteristic continuation of

Neoeclecticism was ‘Socialist Realism’, i.e. the architecture of the Stalin era in the

Soviet Union and its satellites, the so-called socialist countries.

After the Second World War, it was accepted that in rebuilding the housing

destroyed in the war, the construction of single-family houses should be favoured.

Pattern designs were produced for building series of standard single-family houses.

These have popularly been dubbed ‘ink bottles’ on account of their characteristic

pyramidal hip roofs. However, already in the early 1950s, the construction of single-

family houses was forbidden in Riga: personal property did not correspond to the

vision of a bright future presented by the Communist ideologues.

Multi-storey apartment buildings began to be built, whose architecture was

supposed to inspire the working masses to ‘new victories of labour’. In accordance

with the official slogans, art had to be ‘socialist in content and national in form’.

However, the new buildings did not really depart from the creative approaches of pre-

Figure 18 Latvian Stock Bank (now the Rı̄dzene branch of SEB Latvijas Unibanka) at

Vaļņu iela 11. 1931, Alfred Karr and Kurt Baetge. Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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war Neoeclecticism: they were stylistically similar, only more robust and superficial,

often lacking in artistic elegance and refinement. The most vivid products of the

‘Socialist Realism’ of the Stalin era include several public buildings*the Riga River

Ferry Station at Balasta dambis 9, constructed in 1946�1950 by an architect from

Moscow Nikolai Voronow, Spilve Airport constructed in 1946�1950 by an other

architect from Moscow Sergej Vorobjow, the VEF factory Palace of Culture at Ropažu

iela 1 (Figure 20) constructed in 1951�1960 by one more architect from Moscow

Nikolaj Semencow, etc. The Latvian Academy of Sciences building at Akadēmijas

laukums 1 (1953�1957, Osvalds Tı̄lmanis, Kārlis Plūksne, Vaidelotis Apsı̄tis and

others) was built after the example of the Moscow high-rise buildings of the 1950s. In

reality, the spatial structure and the architectural image of these buildings is directly

Figure 19 The War Museum at Smilšu iela 20. 1937�1938, Artūrs Galindoms.

Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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derived from the skyscrapers, which already at the beginning of the twentieth century

and in the 1920s were being widely built in the USA, where the Art Deco stylistic was

especially characteristic. Outside of Moscow, completed examples of this type of

building are only in Warsaw, Prague and Riga, where it was one of literally most

visible examples of ‘Socialist Realism’. The building, originally planned as the ‘House

of Collective Farm Labourers’, never actually served its intended vague function.

A major turnabout in the development of architecture resulted from the 1955

decision of the Communist Party and government of the Soviet Union on the

elimination of ‘exaggerations’, indicating that architectural appeal was to be achieved

not by contrived and expensive ornamentation, but instead by linking the forms of

buildings organically with their function. This provoked another shift from one

extreme to another. The volume of construction increased markedly, but the quality

of architecture and construction work fell catastrophically.

Whole districts began to be built, so that a new urban zone developed around the

city’s historical centre, where individual buildings were laid out according to a free

plan. Riga’s first area of mass housing was Āgenskalna priedes (1958�1962), where

the standard-type five-storey housing blocks of Series 316 were built of white silicate

brick. One of Riga’s first large housing districts was Ķengarags (1961)�1971),

consisting of eight irregularly placed groups of buildings along the bank of the

Daugava. The Purvciems district (1965�1975) has a plan of regular hexagonal

courtyards. In the 1980s, several poured in-situ concrete tower blocks were also built

here. Likewise in Imanta (1970�1982) among the prefabricated panel blocks, there

are separate high-rise blocks based on ‘individual designs’. The Mežciems housing

Figure 20 The VEF factory Palace of Culture at Ropažu iela 1. 1951�1960, Nikolaj

Semencow. Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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district (1977�1981) consists entirely of nine- and ten-storey prefabricated panel

blocks.

The modern architecture that dominated after the Second World War was a direct

continuation of pre-war Functionalism. The architecture of both periods being

internationally known under one name*the Modern Movement , abbreviated as

‘MoMo’*is generally not distinguished in the history of contemporary architecture

from pre-war Functionalism.

The creative approach of the architecture of the International Modern Movement

and its artistic style could be implemented to a greater degree in Riga in the

architecture of certain unique public buildings. The Latvian Daile Theatre (1966�
1976, Marta Stāņa, Imants Jākobsons and Haralds Kanders) at Brı̄vı̄bas iela 75 was

among them. Several high-rise buildings in Riga were created under the influence of

the architectural aesthetics of L. Mies van der Rohe. The Hotel Latvija was

refurbished in 2000�2001, completely transforming the exterior as well. The high-

rise TV centre at Zaķusalas krastmala 3 (1979�1987, Andris Purviņš, Baiba Maike,

Valērijs Kadirkovs, Kārlis Alksnis, and others; Figure 21) reflects a search for

distinctiveness within the architecture of the Modern Movement.

From the mid-1960s, the search for a higher level of artistic expression involved a

more sensitive attitude towards the cultural heritage and the environmental context, a

deeper appreciation of tradition and attempts to find new interpretations of historical

means of expression, incorporating them organically into contemporary works of

architecture. This approach has been named Postmodernism . Particular architectural

forms, such as low arches, stepped lintels and ponderous, generalised elements from

the classical orders, as well as walls, supports and other parts of buildings turned at an

angle to the main axis, have become clichés of Postmodern architectural language.

The earliest vivid examples implementing the idiom of Postmodernism in Riga and

the city’s environs are a group of houses in Jaunmārupe (1983), Ausma Skujiņa and

Anita Marinska; Figure 22) and the Technical Centre at Peldu iela 15 (1984�1987,

Juris Skalbergs, Aivars Zavadskis and Pēteris Birulis). The latter was built on the site

of buildings destroyed in the Second World War. The arrangement of forms of this

new structure was determined by the demand from the Riga Cultural Heritage

Inspectorate that the outline of the buildings correspond to the elevation drawings of

1823, disregarding the actual history of development of the site.

An elegant example of late Postmodernism is the ‘Valdemāra Centrs’ at Krišjāņa

Valdemāra iela 21*an exclusive office building with a shopping mall on the ground

floor and an underground car park (1997�1999, Visvaldis Sarma, Gunta Grikmane,

Jānis Norde and Gundars Jātnieks Figure 23). It was one of the first buildings

constructed in the central part of Riga already in the next historical period, which

started in 1990, when country reclaimed its independence and a free market economy

re-emerged.
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Architecture and Problems of the City Development after 1990

In the early 1990s, the Soviet occupation of Latvia ended, and the entire national

economy had to be redefined. It was therefore not until the second half of the 1990s

that a construction boom started in the city.

As in many of the countries that had suffered under the yoke of communism,

in the 1990s there was a societal movement afoot in Latvia to regain its cultural

symbols lost after the Second World War. Following the war one-third of Riga’s

medieval centre, particularly the area around the Rātslaukums *Town Hall

Square*was in ruins. These ruins were gradually removed and portions of the

remaining empty site were later filled in with large buildings that did not harmonize

with their historic surroundings. The ruins of the Black-Head’s House were removed

only in 1948. This building was a merchant meeting place dating back to the Middle

Ages and artistically dominated in the Town Hall Square. In the period between

the sixteenth and nineteenth century various architectural details had been added

to its gothic crow-stepped gable with the structure eventually acquiring a

pyramidal silhouette reminiscent of the Northern Renaissance. The building was

Figure 21 TV centre at Zaķusalas krastmala 3. 1979�1987, Andris Purvinš, Baiba Maike,

Valērijs Kadirkovs and Kārlis Alksnis. Photograph: Jānis Krastiņš.
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an outstanding architectural monument and one of the best-known cultural symbols

of Riga’s construction. The idea of its recovery was deep-rooted in societal

consciousness.

Right up until 1954 across from the Black-Head’s House stood Riga’s Town Hall,

which had been burnt out during the war. From a structural point of view it would

Figure 22 Apartment houses in Jaunmārupe. 1983, Ausma Skujina and Anita Marinska.

Photograph: Jānis Krastiņš.

Figure 23 ‘Valdemāra Centrs’*an office building with a shopping mall at Krišjāņa

Valdemāra iela 21. 1997�1999, Visvaldis Sarma, Gunta Grikmane, Jānis Norde and

Gundars Jātnieks. Photograph: Jānis Krastiņš.

420 J. Krastiņš



have been possible to restore it but it was torn down and so it completely vanished

from the urban fabric of Riga’s Town Hall Square. In 1964, the laboratory of Riga’s

Technical University (RTU) was built in the site of the gaping empty space left behind

by the former Town Hall. Subsequently, in 1969�1970 the Latvian Riflemen Museum

was constructed in the square. In the 1990s this boxy edifice was turned into the

Museum of Occupation and the building became a significant repository of the

nation’s historical documents and a prominent and impressive monument to a

particular period in the country’s history.

In 1995 the cornerstone for a new Black-Head’s House was laid in the foundation

of the original building adjacent to the Museum of Occupation. Reconstructed Black-

Head’s House, along with several other neighboring buildings, was officially opened

in 1999 (Figure 24). During this reconstruction process opinion crystallized that the

entire Town Hall Square must be reconstructed. Simultaneously, discussions emerged

about how the square should look like in the future.

Much discussion followed regarding exactly what the Town Hall building should

look like. Hundreds of articles appeared on the subject both in the press and in

Figure 24 The Black-Head’s House at Rātslaukums 7. fourteenth century; sixteenth/

seventeenth centuries; nineteenth century; 1995�1999. Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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professional publications. Suddenly Riga City Council functionaries got involved in

the work of the architects of the Town Hall project issuing the following directive:

‘The design of the historic Town Hall facade should look like it did prior to

being destroyed in 1941, evading oversimplification. The historic tower of the

Hall must also be reconstructed’. On November 2, 2003 the Riga City Council moved

their operations to the newly built Town Hall. From an interior structural point of

view it is a relatively modern building with its facade clad in an imitation historic

dress.

The controversy regarding reconstruction of historic buildings provided a

particularly fertile base for discussion for the international Conference on

Authenticity and Historical Reconstruction in Relationship to cultural Heritage.

The conference was held in Riga in October 2000 by ICCROM (International

Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property).

Article 5 of the Riga Charter adopted at the conference reads: ‘Replication of cultural

heritage is in general a misinterpretation of evidence of the past, and . . .

each architectural work should reflect the time of its own creation, in the

belief that sympathetic new buildings can maintain the environmental context’.

This document, while providing many regulatory directives, does, nevertheless,

also allow in exceptional circumstances the reconstruction of historic objects/sites.

In the case of Riga’s Town Hall, some of these directives may have been followed

but it is obvious that for an optimally precise reconstruction ‘appropriate survey

and historical documentation (including iconographic, archival or material

evidence)’ were not enough. The Riga Charter requirements to ‘decide for

the necessity for reconstruction through full and open consultation among

national and local authorities and the community concerned’ were not

completely fulfilled. It is true that the Riga Charter came into existence after

the Town Hall’s cornerstone had already been laid but it was still not too late to

pay attention to this document and to the many professional voices on the

subject.

The Old Town of Riga and its peripheral neighborhoods are a relatively

attractive setting for new construction of a commercial nature. Substantial

effort and support from the institutions responsible for urban development

are required to prevent proposed projects from becoming reality delivering

quick and easy profits to investors but diminishing the quality of the historic

milieu. Unfortunately, of late several such buildings have been erected on the fringes

of the Old Town. Examples are the Stockmann Shopping Centre with its

multiple movie theatres collectively called the ‘Coca-Cola Plaza Forum Cinema’

(2001�2003, Petri Pussinen and Pekka Lassila from Finland with Latvian architects

Ināra Miezı̄te and Ģirts Vanags) and the shopping centre Triangula Bastions*
Triangular Bastion (2001�2002, architects Juris Gertmanis and Liesma Gabliķe).

The Stockmann Shopping Centre, ‘distinguished’ by its primitive architecture,

destroys the boulevard layout in Riga’s centre and has intensified traffic problems

in an already problematic situation. In the instance of the Triangular Bastion, on
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the other hand, the architects yielded to pressure from both the investors and the

Riga Building Authority, the institution responsible for approving construction

plans, and increased the size of the complex to such an extent that in the very near

future it will create further traffic problems.

These urban and architectural mistakes forced to pay special attention on

the quality of cityscape. In compliance with Article 14 of the ‘Law for the

Preservation and Protection of Riga’s Historic Centre’ new construction in the

city centre’s public space is allowed only after projects have passed through an

‘open architectural design competition’.5 Architectural design competitions are a

wellspring of interesting and creative ideas. ACE, the Architect’s Council of

Europe has identified such competitions as one of its operative areas and ‘a

good method to enhance competition within the profession whilst contributing

to enhancing quality and innovation in the procurement of architectural

services’.6 Successful competition in 1997 produced also a winning design for the

mentioned above first large business complex ‘Valdemāra Centrs’ at Krišjāņa

Valdemāra iela 21. A number of other architectural competitions took place around

2000 and later.

At the turn of the new millennium, reaction against Postmodernism, which may

already have outlived its time, increased. However, a quite direct and uncritical return

to the very recent past most commonly took place in form of the stereotypes of the

1960s, 1970s and sometimes slightly earlier period. The finest contemporary

minimalist buildings, however, set apart by their strongly articulated volumes and

sufficient exterior detail, as in case of the new building of the Latvian Bank at

Figure 25 The Latvian Bank at Bezdelı̄gu ielā 3. 1998�2001, Andris Kronbergs, Ināra

Kārkliņa, Vilnis Uzors and Māris Kārkliņš. Photograph: Jānis Jaunarājs.
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Bezdelı̄gu ielā 3 (1998�2001, Andris Kronbergs, Ināra Kārkliņa, Vilnis Uzors and

Māris Kārkliņš; Figure 25).

The all-glass façades of the office and shop building ‘Lāčplēša Centrs’ at Tērbatas

iela 30 (2003�2004, Zane Kalinka), although not presenting a rich finish, do react in

some degree to the character of the setting. On the other hand, the ‘Valdo’ office

building, conspicuous in the panorama of the left bank of the Daugava, at Bauskas

iela 58 (2003, Andris Āriņš; Figure 26) is an apotheosis of glass surfaces. Where

completely flat façades are dressed in one material without any articulation of form,

like in the completely glassed office and commercial building at Baznı̄cas ielā 20/22

(1999�2003, A. Kronbergs, Eduards Beernaerts, Brigita Bula and Vilnis Šlars), it is

impossible to assess the artistic quality of the architecture or the environmental

context, or even to define the features of the architecture.

The development of building technology opens up extensive possibilities for

implementing various complicated forms, and several recent buildings are recogni-

sable by their individual features and distinctive silhouette.
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