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THE LOWER REACHES OF THE DAUGAVA 
IN THE BRONZE AND EARLIEST IRON 
AGES (1800–1 BC)

ANDREJS VASKS

The Bronze Age is significant in that dramatic 
changes in people’s lifestyles took place: hunt-
er-gatherer communities became livestock and 
farming communities. As a result, there have been 
drastic changes in people’s lifestyles, ideologies, 
and demographics. As the name suggests, a new 
material – bronze – appeared during that time. 
Products made of this metal product – weapons and 
ornaments – had the status of prestigious items, but 
everyday tools, the same as in the Stone Age, were 
still made of stone (including flint), bone, and horn 
and, of course, wood. In the Late Bronze Age, local 
artisans also learned how to make bronze axes, 
spearheads, bracelets, necklaces, and other items.
To illustrate these drastic changes, the lower reach-
es of the Daugava were chosen as a peculiar model 
area, where these changes were seen more clearly 
than in other parts of the Eastern Baltic. 
Until the beginning of the Bronze Age, the lower 
reaches of the Daugava were relatively sparsely 
populated. This can be explained by the priority of 
choosing more suitable areas for gathering – main-
ly the shores of lakes and rivers. The most striking 
example is the wetland of Lake Lubāna. The situa-
tion began to change in the early Bronze Age 
(1800–1100 BC). There is still little archaeological 
evidence of this period. In the lower reaches of the 
Daugava, Vampenieši settlement at the top of Dole 
Island covers this time period – there 280 frag-
ments with a striated surface have been found. 
About 65 fragments were embossed with a string 
wrapped around a thin stylus, covering the entire 
surface of the pot.  In Lithuania, ceramics decorated 
in this way are associated with the influence of the 
Tshinets culture (1800–1200 BC) and refer to the 
Early Bronze Age. The pottery found in Vampenieši 
settlement is similarly dated. In the lower reaches 

of the Daugava, Vampenieši settlement is still the 
only known Early Bronze Age residence (Fig. 1). Pos-
sibly, a settlement of the Late Neolithic and Early 
Bronze Ages previously was also in the place of 
Daugmale hillfort, since one whole and three frag-
mentary straight-backed axes were found there, 
which are often considered to be battle axes that 
were used in the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze 
Ages. In addition, two bronze sickles have been 
found on the site of the Daugmale hillfort – one 
whole and the other fragmentary, which have anal-
ogies in the finds of Scandinavia in the Early Bronze 
Age. Apparently, there will be some other early 
Bronze Age settlements in the lower reaches of the 

Fig. 1
Bronze and Pre-Roman Iron Age archeological sites in the lower 
reaches of the Daugava:
a – hillforts: 1 – Saulieši, 2 – Ķivutkalns, 3 – Klaņģukalns, 4 – Sakaiņi, 
5 – Daugmale, 6 – Vīnakalns;
b – open rural settlements: 1 – Pļavniekkalns, 2 – Vecdole medieval 
castle place, 3 – Jaunauči, 4 – Strautnieki, 5 – Vampenieši, 6 – Rauši, 
7 – Vējstūri, 8 – Salaspils medieval castle place, 9 – Zviedru skansts 
(Swedish Shantz), 10 – Laukskola, 11 – Lipši, 12 – Jaunlīve;
c – barrow cemeteries: 1 – Gilberti, 2 – Vējstūri, 3 – Reznes;
d – flat cemeteries: 1 - Ķivutkalns, 2 – Lipši;
e – stone work axe stray-find;
f – Šķērssēklis (Parumba) – a site of finds of Bronze Age artefacts
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Daugava, which are indicated by stray finds. In this 
respect, the location of the finds in the Daugava be-
tween the village of Parumba or Maruška and the 
island of Dole, where there was a shallow place  
(the so-called Rumbula rapids), but in the middle of 
the river there is an islet called Šķērssēklis, is inter-
esting. In the 1930s, while dredging the Daugava 
and digging gravel, a number of stone and bronze 
objects were found there, which were sent to the 
State Historical Museum.
Outside the lower reaches of the Daugava, the Early 
Bronze Age sites are known in only a few places. 
They were discovered purely accidentally when 
studying later objects. Apparently, due to their rela-
tive shortness and/or small number of inhabitants, 
these settlements did not leave a more pronounced 
cultural layer, therefore, they can rarely be identi-
fied during the archeological investigation of the 
territories.

In the Early Bronze Age, new funeral traditions en-
tered the lower reaches of the Daugava – burial in 
stone cists and cremation of the dead, thus signal-
ling the formation of a new society and the begin-
ning of a new way of life. The Reznu cemetery with 
eight hills on the right bank of the Daugava near 
Salaspils was important in this respect. There were 
skeleton graves and cremations in the barrows both 
with and without stone cists (Fig. 2). The oldest cre-
mations in this cemetery took place in the 14th–13th 
centuries BC and continued later. The different ar-
rangement of graves in the barrows of the Rezna 
cemetery shows a different treatment of the dead, 
which apparently depended on their social status in 
society. This attitude stemmed from the ideology of 
the new society, in which the individual and his 
ability to stand out in his community played an im-
portant role.
Thus, in the Early Bronze Age (1800–1100 BC), in 
the lower reaches of  Daugava, judging from the set-
tlements already mentioned – Vampenieši and the 
later site of Daugmale hillfort,  the barrows in 
Reznes  and Vējstūri – as well as from the stray finds 
of four stone hoes and axes, there were at least 
eight population points. There is no specific data on 
the livelihood strategy of these societies during this 
period, however, given the suitability of the lower 
reaches of the Daugava for the development of 
livestock and agriculture, it can be assumed that the 
communities living there, at least in the Period III of 
the Bronze Age (1300–1100 BC), started or even had 
already focused on these sectors as major ones.
In the Late Bronze Age and the Earliest Iron Age 
(1100–1 BC), a new type of residence also points to 
social differentiation – the appearance of fortified 
settlements or hillforts alongside the earlier rural 
settlements. Six hillforts inhabited in the Late 
Bronze Age are known in the lower reaches of the 
Daugava. Initially, the plateau of the hillforts were 
protected by simple wooden fences, but over time 
more and more complex structures were built for 
protection – earthen ramparts with built-in wooden 
reinforcements or stone piles in their core and 
wooden fortifications, sometimes eroding steeper 
slopes.  The most extensive evidence of fortifica-
tions and buildings was obtained in Ķivutkalns, 
Vīnakalns, and Klaņģukalns (Fig. 3). In Ķivutkalns, 

Fig. 2
“Leader’s Tomb”. The central stone cyst of Rezne’s barrow No. 2, 7th 
century BC. To bury this dead, the oldest burials were destroyed. Photo: 
Eduards Šturms, 1935, National History Museum of Latvia
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for example, the width of the fortification zone 
reached 7–10 m, in Vīnakalns 6–10 m, including a 
living area of 650–700 m2 and 420–460 m2, respec-
tively [1]. The obtained materials show that the 
communities of these hillforts had already com-
pletely switched to animal husbandry and farming 
as the main sectors of the livelihood strategy. Judg-
ing by the thick layers of fish remains in Doles 
Ķivutkalns, fishing in the Daugava was also impor-
tant. Compared to the bones of livestock used for 
food, the small number of game bones in hillfort 
Ķivutkalns indicates limited hunting opportunities 
on Doles Island, where forest areas decreased due 
to extensive farming. In the Late Bronze Age, the 
lower reaches of the Daugava became a densely 
populated area. Compared to the Early Bronze Age, 
from which eight population points are known, 
their number has now reached 26.
An important role was played by the lower reaches 
of the Daugava in bronze processing and related 
exchange (Fig. 4). The range of bronze objects is 
dominated by weapons and ornaments, and the 
small size of weapons, especially axes, was rather of 
more symbolic than practical meaning, like a dag-
ger in the parade uniforms of modern army officers.  
Attention is drawn to the large number of mould 
fragments found in hillforts for casting bracelets or 
necklaces. Fragments of such moulds have been 
found not only in the lower reaches of the Daugava, 
but also in other hillforts of the time under consid-

eration, where bronze processing has taken place. 
These rings are considered to be ingots for storing 
and transporting metal, in some cases also for jew-
ellery. It is possible that the bronze rings also served 
as an exchange equivalent of the Eastern Baltic, in-
cluding the lower reaches of the Daugava, as pe-
ripheral connections with the overseas centre in 
Scandinavia. In turn, the hillforts of bronze process-
ing could be centres in communication with the 
surrounding rural settlements, exchanging the 
manufactured bronze objects for various products 
provided by the settlements. These bronze process-
ing hillforts can also be considered as centres of 
maintenance of the social hierarchy, which had a 
monopoly on both bronze processing and exchange 
communications. These societies can be seen as 

Fig. 3
A pile of stones in the core of the rampart in Ķivutkalns. 
Photo: Andrejs Vasks, 1966, collection of the Institute of Latvian 
History, University of Latvia.

Fig. 4
Bronze processing accessories and bronze armband-like ring. Hillfort 
Ķivutkalns [2, Fig. 133].
1 – crucible fragment and reconstruction, 2 – three-legged crucible, 
3 –mould with filler funnel for armband-like ring, 4 – bronze arm-
band-like  ring, 5 – double-sided  mould for socketed axe: a) overview 
of mould form, b) core for socket forming, c) both sides of the mould 
with an axe imprint
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having a social hierarchy and an elite with their 
own dynasties and leaders. Areas similar to the low-
er reaches of the Daugava, whose communities are 
characterised by higher social complexity, are also 
marked elsewhere in the Eastern Baltic. In the terri-
tory of Lithuania this was the coastal area, in Esto-
nia – the island of Saaremaa, the western and 
northern coast of Estonia, but in Latvia its south-
western part.
With the beginning of the Early Iron Age and local 
iron metallurgy, the former socio-economic system 
based on the processing and exchange of bronze 
experienced a collapse, and the major centres of 
this system ceased to exist. At the beginning of the 
Early Iron Age, Eastern Baltic societies had learned 
to extract iron from bog/lake ore. Consequently, the 
earlier exchange communications lost their signifi-
cance, the main object of which was bronze, but the 
former advancement centres ceased to exist – in 
the lower reaches of the Daugava they were Ķivut-
kalns and Klaņģukalns, which in the 1st–2nd centuries 
AD were abandoned. Although both of these hill-
forts existed until the time when iron mining was 
already known in the Eastern Baltic, neither of them 
showed any signs of iron mining. Apparently, the ex-
istence of such bronze processing and exchange 
centres depended on the established social rela-
tions between long-distance exchange participants, 
bronze craftsmen, and the local elite. The begin-
nings of iron mining were related to rural settle-
ments (for example, Jaunlīve settlement in the low-
er reaches of the Daugava and Sēlpils Spietiņi set-
tlement near the Daugava). However, they were al-
ready other societies that based their existence 
only on local resources, including the extraction 
and further processing of iron ore. 
Between the 1st–2nd centuries to the 9th century, the 
lower reaches of the Daugava were sparsely popu-
lated – only a few settlement sites are known. The 
next boom in the lower reaches of the Daugava fol-
lowed only after 1000 years in the Viking Age, when 
the Daugava once again became one of the most 
strategically important highways between the West 
and the East.
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SCIENTIFIC COMMENTARIES ON THE 
LATVIAN CONSTITUTION (SATVERSME)

RINGOLDS BALODIS 

The Constitution of the Republic of Latvia as adopt-
ed on 15 February 1922 was a laconic and compact 
document comprising 88 Articles [1]. The legal de-
sign of the Constitution can be described as mini-
malist, given that Articles for the most part are 
short (many consist of one or two sentences!), for-
mulated with a high degree of legal abstraction and 
generalisation. Precisely the simplicity of the Con-
stitutional  ‘Architecture’, its minimalism and laconic 
nature of norms was one of the reasons why, after 
the restoration of independence (1990–1993), the 
Constitution could again enter into force. In spite of 
the fact that no recourse had been made to the 
Constitution for more than fifty years, the document, 
was able to find a place in the restored state. Its 
succinct formulations have been the reason why a 
constitution written a hundred years ago proved 
able to be fully applicable to constantly changing 
realities of a modern state and the demands of 
modern society. Norms created in a seemingly ab-
breviated manner admit in their implementation 
considerable room for manoeuvre when addressing 
a complex reality. At the same time, the other side of 
the coin linked to the laconic form of the provisions 
means that the Constitution itself does not set out 
many basic elements of constitutional rights; if 
elsewhere these are spelled out explicitly in a con-
stitution, in the case of the Latvian Constitution 
they must be inferred, or assumed to be included, 
although grammatically they cannot be found there. 
It is no surprise that from 1993 onwards several at-
tempts have been made to establish an authorita-
tive, competent and modern interpretation of the 
Latvian Constitution. Elsewhere procedures, legal 
institutions, constitutional organs and fundamental 
rights contained in legal provisions, are clarified in 
the form of Comments on the Constitution [2]. Par-
ticipation in formulating such Comments on the ba-

sic law of a state, endows the author with the high-
est possible scholarly achievement and assessment 
of his skills and talents.

PROJECT “SATVERSME SCIENTIFIC 
COMMENTARIES” – A SCHOLARLY AND 
A CIVIC INITIATIVE

The process of formulating scientific comments on 
the Latvian Constitution (Satversme) started in 2008, 
with publication, in 2011, of the first in a series of 
six volumes of exhaustive monographs, and ended 
on 8 September 2020, when the last volume was 
released to the public in the presence of the State 
President Egils Levits and Ināra Mūrniece, Speaker 
of the Saeima.
1. Comments on the Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia. Chapter I. Introduction. General provisions. 
Authors collective under the scientific leadership of 
Prof. R. Balodis. Riga: Latvijas Vēstnesis. ISBN 978-
9984-840-33-8 2014.
2. Comments on the Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia. Chapter II. The Saeima [Parliament of the Re-
public of Latvia]. Authors collective under the scien-
tific leadership of Prof. R. Balodis. Riga: Latvijas 
Vēstnesis. ISBN 978-9984-840-65-9 2020. 
3. Comments on the Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia. Chapter III. The President. Chapter IV. The 
Cabinet. Authors collective under the scientific 
leadership of Prof. R. Balodis. Riga: Latvijas Vēstne-
sis. ISBN 978-9984-840 -50-5 2017.
4. Comments on the Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia. Chapter V. Legislation. Authors collective un-
der the scientific leadership of Prof. R. Balodis. Riga: 
Latvijas Vēstnesis. ISBN 978-9984-840-61-1 2019. 
5. Comments on the Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia. Chapter VI. Courts. Chapter VII. The State Au-
dit Office. Authors collective under the scientific 
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leadership of Prof. R. Balodis. Riga: Latvijas Vēstne-
sis. ISBN 978-9984-840-24-6 2013.
6. Comments on the Constitution of the Republic of 
Latvia. Chapter VIII. Fundamental Human Rights. Au-
thors collective under the scientific leadership of 
Prof. R. Balodis. Riga: Latvijas Vēstnesis. ISBN 978-
9984-840 -19-2 2011. 
These volumes of comments not only contain ex-
planations of all articles of the Latvian Constitution, 
but also include, for a better understanding of the 
Constitution, specific theories and articles dealing 
with the history of the Latvian Constitution, intend-
ed to assist the reader to appreciate all detailed 
comments to the relevant articles of the Constitu-
tion. Annexes of the volumes provide detailed infor-
mation on the past governments of the Republic of 
Latvia (including the provisional ones), a listing of 
all presidiums of the Saeima, also all State Presi-
dents, etc.
The scholarly comments on the Latvian Constitution 
are the most extensive and comprehensive study of 
constitutional rights in Latvia in the light of Latvian 
parliamentarianism. It is a valuable source of infor-
mation for practical use, and also by the courts [3], 

by other interested parties. The comments provide 
facts selectively collected from primary sources (for 
example, protocols of Latvian Constitutional Court 
meetings and records of sessions of the Latvian par-
liament (Saeima), protocols of government meetings 
and those of parliamentary committee sessions, elu-
cidation of provisions of legislation, opinions, etc.).  
The commentaries of Latvian Constitution provide 
insight into the origin and application of norms and 
Constitutional principles [4]. The scholarly com-
ments distil essential findings of studies by many 
authors on national constitutional rights, and, in not 
a few cases, constitute even the first and only expla-
nation of individual constitutional institutions, or-
gans, and procedures. Previously quite a few issues 
have not been addressed in general by Latvian legal 
scholars (e.g., the number of deputies elected to the 
parliament, the model for elections, parliament 
committees, presidency, convening sessions, deci-
sions taken by an absolute majority of deputies, 
parliamentary requests, the legal status of State 
Audit office, independent bodies, parliamentary in-
vestigations, parliamentary accountability and non- 
accountability, remuneration of deputies, etc.). The 

Opening event of Chapters VI and VII of Satversme on 15 February 2013. Photo: Chancery of the President of Latvia
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comments on the Latvian Constitution facilitate un-
derstanding the nature of constitutional law, as well 
as advance a legal methodology for interpretation 
of constitutional norms [5].   These scientific com-
ments of the Constitution must be seen as providing 
a kind of magnifying glass useful to clarify and gain 
greater understanding of the norms of the Latvian 
basic law.
The project was conceived and supported by the 
State Joint Stock Company “Latvijas Vēstnesis” and 
the University of Latvia, and has benefitted from the 
assistance of various publically well-known individ-
uals assistance and organisations. For example, a 
long-term supporter of the project has been the In-
stitute for Legal Research of Law (Latvijas Tiesību 
zinātņu institūts). Unlike, for example, the Commen-
tary on a New Constitution of Hungary, the Latvian 
project did not respond to a government order, but 
rather it is a scholarly and civic initiative.
The core group engaged in drafting comments on 
the Constitution of Latvia comprises teaching staff 
members of the Faculty of Law of the University of 
Latvia, supplemented by individual teaching staff of 
other institutions of higher education (such as the 
Riga Graduate School of Law) and by competent 
members of various State bodies (such as the Latvi-
an Academy of Sciences, the Saeima Legal Office, 
the State Audit Office, the Ombudsman, the Consti-
tutional Court, the Court of Justice of the European 
Union, the European Court of Human Rights. The 
collective of individuals involved in drafting com-
ments, the editorial board, assistants, editors, inter-
preters, and others comprise in total a little more 
than a hundred persons. The State President, Egils 
Levits, and the President of the Constitutional Court 
are also members of this collective.

ON THE VOLUME OF COMMENTS ON 
CHAPTER II, “THE SAEIMA”, ACCLAIMED BY 
THE LAS

Public sentiment and opinion surveys show that 
parliamentarianism in Latvia does not enjoy a high 
degree of trust. Latvian statehood, and at the same 
time parliamentarianism was interrupted by au-
thoritarian regime and foreign occupation. Conse-
quently, the development of parliamentarianism 

has to be viewed to occur in two stages. In the first 
stage, fourteen years of Latvian parliamentarianism 
ended with a dissolution of parliament, which did 
not overly perturb the people, because the 
“horse-trading in the Saeima” and strife between 
political parties had wearied and disoriented the 
electorate. The second period of independence be-
gan with society enraptured by constitutional ro-
manticism, associated with restoration of the nation 
state and collapse of the Communist regime, as well 
as hope for a better life, one conforming to “Western 
standards”.
The volume presenting comments on the Latvian 
Constitution dealing with the Saeima does not an-
alyse the aforementioned aspects, as well as 
COVID-19, and parliamentarianism [5], because the 
remit for comments restricted consideration exclu-
sively to the Constitution. This volume complements 
to a significant degree the range of existing litera-
ture on work of the Latvian Parliament, and its val-
ue lies in examination of issues previously not ana-
lysed of Latvian constitutionalism. The introduction 
includes etymology of the term “Saeima” and an 
overview of legislators’ activities on the territory of 
Latvia (the People’s Council, the Constitutional As-
sembly, the Supreme Council and the Saeima itself). 
This volume contains a lot of visual material, unu-
sual in terms of quantity for this type of literature 
(for example, photographs of buildings associated 
with the Saeima, meeting rooms, committees, and 
other photographs).
It is true that the contents of this volume are close-
ly related to those in the Comments on Chapter V of 
the Latvian Constitution, which latter was published 
two years ago, and in which the legislative work in 
depth. For this reason, when reading the comments 
on Chapter II of the Latvian Constitution, it is rec-
ommended that the volume on Chapter V be read in 
parallel. For example, when reading comments on 
Article 21 of Chapter II, which is dedicated to the 
Rules of Procedure of the Latvian parliament, defi-
nitely it is useful to bear in mind comments on the 
article concerning Rules of Procedure found in 
Chapter V; when studying comments on Article 14 
of Chapter II on recalling the parliament via a na-
tional referendum; it would also be useful to take 
into account comments on Articles 78, 79, and 80 of 
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Chapter V of Latvian Constitution dealing with 
holding national referendums. A similar situation 
applies to several other Articles and publications 
dealing with Chapter V,  analysing the work of the 
Latvian parliament (for example, the Introduction 
to Chapter V, comments on Article 64, or articles dis-
cussing the absence of lobbying in the parliament, 
the Analytical Unit, low public esteem of the parlia-
ment, etc.).
As the head of the collective of authors of this book, 
I would like to believe that it will become a hand-
book for every politician elected to parliament, 
while I also understand that those involved in polit-
ical contests often do not have the time to spare for 
theoretical assessment of situations. At the same 
time, I have no doubt that this volume, like others in 
the published set of scientific comments, will help 
understand our Constitution and the legal system 
therein. Furthermore, the Commentary will provide 
students an excellent reference for their study of 
constitutional law.
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THE PAST IN THE PRESENT. POST-SOVIET 
HERITAGE IN POLAND AND LATVIA

DAGNOSŁAW DEMSKI, DOMINIKA CZARNECKA 

The topics approaching post-Cold War military bas-
es in the Central and Eastern European (CEE) coun-
tries, from the perspective of change and transfor-
mation, emerged in the last decade. The research 
project entitled “The Past in the Present. Post-Sovi-
et Heritage in Poland and Latvia. Part I and II” was 
pursued under two three-year contracts between 
the Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw and the 
Latvian Academy of Sciences in Riga and it was 
completed in the years 2016–2021. The project 
aimed to inspire comparative research on the topic 
of Soviet military legacy in Poland and Latvia, in-
cluding material traces of Soviet/Russian military 
presence, memory politics, identity processes, top-
down attempts to integrate military objects and in-
frastructure into the civilian life, as well as new 
emerging practices in the selected post-Cold War 
military bases. 
Within the project, two international seminars ded-
icated to post-Cold War military zones  were organ-
ised. The first Seminar on the Post-Cold War Military 
Zones in Central and Eastern Europe was held on 26 
and 27 May 2016 in Borne Sulinowo (Poland). It was 
attended by fourteen scholars from eight CEE coun-
tries. The second Seminar on the Post-Cold War Mil-
itary Zones in Central and Eastern Europe was held 
on 6–8 November 2018 in Prague and was attend-
ed by the same number of scholars from eight CEE 
countries. Presentations delivered during these 
seminars allowed to create two English-language 
special issues of academic journals [1, 2]. Presenta-
tion of the research results at international confer-
ences and in English-language academic journals 
enabled our team to share the results of the re-
search and participate in the wider international 
debate.
The general goal of the project was to conduct field 
research in Poland and Latvia and to find out how 

individuals and communities have used the ‘conten-
tious’, ‘negative’, ‘dissonant’ heritage  in the present 
and reflect on it. Within the project a lot of empiri-
cal material was collected and analysed. In order to 
make the final comparison of how the ‘difficult’ mil-
itary past and its material remnants have been used 
in the presence, the ethnographic fieldwork (in-
depth interviews, fieldnotes, statistical data, visual 
material, informal conversations, participant obser-
vation) was conducted in many former military bas-
es in Poland and Latvia, including such sites as 
Borne Sulinowo, Kęszyca Leśna, Międzyrzecz, Trze-
binia, Riga, Valka, Gulbene, Ventspils, Skrunda, Cēsis, 
Līgatne, Daugavpils, Liepāja (Fig. 1).  Apart from 
gathering empirical data, the theoretical reflection 
on the modern practices and strategies of using of 

Fig. 1
Tankodrom in Borne Sulinowo. Source: Dagnosław Demski, 2018.
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the past in the presence (e.g., promotion of local 
history, establishing quasi-museums, organising 
military rallies) was developed as well as critical 
analysis of the complexity of the relations between 
state and local memory landscapes and politics and 
diverse narratives and interpretations of the past 
was undertaken.
Additionally, the legacy of the communist era in the 
Central and Eastern Europe seems to be important 
in the context of closer integration and consensus 
building within the European Union. This process 
went differently in particular  countries, depending 
on distinct historical background, the circumstanc-
es of the withdrawal of the Soviet Army, and the 
level of development of military bases and infra-
structure, therefore exposing the crucial factors in 
shaping the attitude to the ‘contentious’ past. 
Within the research project the issue of transforma-
tion was tackled by using different perspectives 
(e.g., anthropological, historical, political) and sev-
eral distinct categories were elaborated on: local 
history, space, place, cultural landscape, power rela-
tions, competing narratives, reproduction of  cultur-
al norms and values of dominant groups. Such an 
approach helped to reveal the hidden layers of real-
ity at the local level and in particular contexts. The 
problem of degradation of the natural environment 
by military exploitation as well as the impact of 

changing borders on the local communities, includ-
ing the transformation of military settlements into 
the civil towns, and different aspects of social 
change were also researched and discussed within 
the project. Another sphere of discussion was ecol-
ogy and integration of the vast complexes of nature 
former poligons. 
Tourism was the rising topic thanks to the growing 
number of people visiting former militrary places. 
The increased interest in former military bases 
brought new questions, not only for outsiders but 
also for local inhabitants of these sites. In the last 
few years mass tourism has become an element af-
fecting the formation of cultural institutions that 
created new practices and transformed these sites 
through the so-called military tourism. 
More than twenty years have passed since the final 
withdrawal of the Russian Federation forces from 
military bases located in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope. This period is long enough to enable the ob-
servation of changes in attitudes towards post-mil-
itary sites, changes in narratives concerning 
post-military remains in these areas and to examine 
practices and strategies of (re)creating military 
past(s), developed within the tourist industry.
The categories – authenticity, knowledge, mise-en-
scene – which emerged in the context of mass tour-
ism enabled us to observe the results of changes in 
places related to the military past.  Some of the for-
mer Soviet military sites successfully transformed 
their past: Borne Sulinowo, Kęszyca Wielka, Darłowo, 
several places in Riga, Karosta, Krustpils, Daugavpils 
(Fig. 2). In this sense, studying the transformation of 
former military sites and tourism activity related to 
them revealed that former military spaces can func-
tion as living museums, broader cultural spaces, 
technological parks, entertainment centres or spac-
es for open artistic and scientific debate. It can be 
observed that the final transformation of post-Cold 
War military bases is determined by many factors, 
such as ownership, ideology, politics of memory, the 
exhibitionary complex focusing on specific details, 
aimed at the places for staging the tourist experi-
ence. 
Within the project the research was conducted not 
only in former military sites that had been adapted 
to civilian life but also in abandoned areas and 

Fig. 2
Former Soviet officers’ living quarters in Krustpils. Source: Dagnosław 
Demski, 2016.
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garrisons turned into ghost towns. Many of them 
were left with no names. This raises a question why 
so many former military bases have been forgotten 
and vanished, whilst some of them continue to 
function despite the loss of their former military 
role? 
Current political upheavals in Europe define a new 
context within which the research on former mili-
tary bases and post-Soviet military legacy is worth 
to be continued.
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Over the last decades, the interest in medieval and 
Renaissance culture processes in Latvia has substan-
tially increased. This is primarily due to the para-
digm shift in the science of history after the collapse 
of the USSR towards a new understanding of the 
interrelations between Latvian and Western Europe-
an music life and creative processes, enabling objec-
tive evaluation of facts and revealing concealed, ide-
ologically distorted and biased issues. 
In the context of European cultures of the 15th and 
16th centuries, the Latvian culture was distinctly 
dual. This dualism also carried over to the field of 
music and was made more acute by the mixed in-
habiting nations, as well as by the economic oppres-
sion (similar to that taking place in Estonia, another 
part of the Livonian church state). The essence of 
this dualism stems from two different world views, 
existing in the Western Europe since the early medi-
eval period: one extrapolated the values of man on 
natural phenomena, attempting to humanise, 
spiritualise the outside world (Christianity), whilst 
the other integrated man into the processes of na-
ture (folklore, culture of peasants). The so-called 
culture of “educated man” and the culture of folklore 
coexisted, the former based on Christianity, the lat-
ter – on mythology, each with its own perception of 
the times and the world. The opposite poles of Euro-
pean culture – the Latinised “educated people” and 
peasant cultures – manifested across the whole 
Western civilisation and were typical of it. The term 
rustici – i.e. “peasants” – was used in the literature of 
the period as a synonym for “pagans”. The peasantry 
was blamed for all economic and social misfortunes, 
cultural mishaps and blasphemies of the period.
Initially both of these branches of culture func-
tioned in comparatively limited social circles. Latvi-
ans preferred their folk music; the activities of 
churches, missionaries and monasteries did bring 

LATVIAN MUSIC IN RENAISSANCE: 
HERALDS, MATURITY, CONTEXTS

their ancestors more or less in contact with Christi-
anity and traditional liturgical music, but they did 
not really accept this tradition as their own. Those 
living in the German environment, however, entirely 
isolated themselves from the Latvian traditions and 
condemned them. Here the difference from Germa-
ny, the homeland or ancestor’s land of the majority 
of Livonia’s colonists, was apparent: there the Chris-
tian culture was already well off and the simple folk 
regarded themselves as true Christians, denouncing 
most of their pagan traditions (which, nevertheless, 
occasionally found their way into Christian culture 
in modified forms). The natives of Livonia, on the 
other hand, were Christianised comparatively late 
and, in most cases, with violent methods. Evidently, 
this is why the values of Latvian folklore in many 
cases have retained their pagan, mythological, an-
cient independence.
The regional distinctions in various European coun-
tries and territories, the controversies, irregularities 
and asynchronicities of processes, as well as the 
strong ties of Renaissance with the previous – me-
dieval period occasionally lead to a conclusion that 
Renaissance in fact did not exist as a set of new 
phenomena, and that the culture of this epoch was 
essentially a continuation of the medieval period 
(the so called medievalisation of Renaissance). The 
dividing line between these periods is blurred, 
therefore allowing to view them as a single whole. 
As identifiers of the culture of Renaissance, one 
could propose anthropocentrism, secularisation and 
reliance on the examples set by the antique cul-
tures and arts, the latter trend being more charac-
teristic to Italy. In other parts of Europe, the Renais-
sance period manifested as “Northern Renaissance” 
and “Northern humanism”, characterised by the ex-
istence within the framework of Christian religion, by 
gradual shedding of the medieval traditions layer, 

ILZE ŠARKOVSKA-LIEPIŅA
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by the Reformation movement, as well as the an-
ti-scholastic tendencies that facilitated the creation 
of the new education system. The Northern Renais-
sance branch includes the cultures of Germany and 
other countries on this side of the Alps, including 
Livonia. The heralds of new ideas in Livonia were 
on most occasions tied closely to Germany, and less 
frequently – to Netherlands, Poland, and other Euro-
pean countries. The Renaissance period marked the 
beginnings of Latvian written language, related to 
the contemporary, fresh and progressive ideas and 
musical material of sacral songs. 
Until Reformation, monasteries of several orders 
(Augustin, Dominican, Cistercian, and Franciscan) 
were active in Livonia. Belonging to a certain order, 
the residents of monasteries accepted their respec-
tive canonical regulations that did not differ largely 
from the regulations of the same order in other 
countries. Together with the strictly regulated way 
of life, characteristic features of liturgy and music 
were also transferred. Knowing these principles, 
one can derive informed conclusions on the life-
styles and liturgies of Livonian monasteries. The 
monastery schools provided basic tuition for their 
pupils, whilst cathedral schools (one may have ex-
isted in Riga since 1211) – a course of seven noble 
sciences, incorporating the art of music into the 
mathematical quadrivium. The musical activities of 
Cistercian and Franciscan monks and sisters are 
proven by documents, which state that monasteries 
and churches possessed many diverse sources of 
sacral music (mass books, graduals, agendas, collec-
tions of psalms, etc.), most of which have not sur-
vived the passage of time.
The pre-Reformation and Reformation period Catho-
lic materials held in book storage facilities in Riga 
can be separated into two groups: one is formed by 
fragments of books and separate pages, the other – 
by more or less complete, substantial volumes (for 
example, Missale carthusiense printed in Paris in 
1541, etc.). Amongst the complete volumes, two 
books that are directly related to Riga and regulate 
the liturgies and their musical parts in the churches 
of the Riga diocese merit particular attention. These 
are the Riga Archbishop Cathedral Holy Cross Chap-
el manuscript Missale Rigense, as well as the brevia-
ry of Riga diocese Breviarium secundum ritum 

etusum ecclesiae, printed in Amsterdam in 1513. The 
wide repertoire of songs used in the churches of 
Riga make these books uniquely valuable. In most 
part without musical material, they contain both 
well-known and unique texts (hymns for St. Thecla, 
Joseph, etc.). When Reformation began, attempts 
were made to eradicate the Catholic liturgic music 
traditions. The Catholic music was on the edge of 
extinction, as the environment for more than 50 
years was unfavourable to its existence. At the same 
time many elements of the Catholic Church liturgy 
were introduced into the Lutheran Church – if not 
in their primary then in other, modified forms.
After the Livonian war (1558–1583) and the inclu-
sion of the territory of Latvia into the Polish–Lithu-
anian state (1582), the recatholisation began and a 
new period commenced in Catholic music. A signifi-
cant role was played in this process by the Riga Jes-
uit Collegiate (founded as a Jesuit school in 1582), 
which also employed non-clergymen to musically 
educate the most gifted students. The activities of 
Jesuits were mostly focused on locals (Latvians and 
Estonians) that formed the most sizeable inhabiting 
parts of these territories. Therefore, the knowledge 
of local languages was very important and the pro-
cess of preparation of song translations for the lo-
cal residents was justified.
Examples of several liturgical formulas in Latvian 
language were printed in the early 16th century. 
There might also have been hymnals in Latvian lan-
guage, for example the hypothetical Erdmann 
Tolgsdorf’s volume of hymns and antiphons 
(1582/83–1591). In the context of Catholic music in 
the period of recatholisation, the Tolgsdorf’s per-
sonality stands out – his activities in Riga, Cēsis 
(Wenden) and Valmiera (Wolmar) included teaching 
singing in schools as well as leading boys’ choir, as 
well as, possibly, composing songs. The work com-
menced by Tolgsdorf was continued by the Catholic 
priest Georg Elger who was mainly active during 
the 17th century. In 1621, he published a Latvian 
hymnal with 96 sacral songs – its only and, unfortu-
nately, incomplete remaining copy is held at Vilnius 
University Library. In this book Elger relies on the 
experience of previous authors and probably on the 
musical material already approbated during the 
16th century. A particularly old tradition is evident in 
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two Christmas songs, titled children songs that 
were most likely performed by children in schools 
– they include unmistakeable references to Latvian 
folk refrains žūžū and līgo. These may be regarded 
as Latvian Christian folk songs, a type that is more 
frequently encountered in folklore of Estonians, 
Swedes, and other nations. Although the songs are 
based on Gregorian chants, Latvian elements have 
introduced modifications into their melodies. 
The inventory list of Riga Jesuit music collection, 
dated 1621, as well as the earliest collection of the 
Jesuit collegiate is integrated into the Uppsala Uni-
versity Library Carolina Rediviva fund. Unfortunately, 
the list is not precise, however, several copies of 
books that used to belong to the Riga collegiate 
can be identified, including sacral songs with organ 
and lute tablatures, as well as a unique book of 
prayers in handwriting by the sister Anna Nötken of 
the last Riga Cistercian monastery – the Riga St. 
Mary Magdalene Monastery (dated 1593). Alongside 
prayers and other texts, it holds lyrics and notated 
songs, as well as sister’s drawings. Anna Nötken pre-
served the book throughout the Reformation peri-
od; she kept on adding new texts, including versions 
of songs in German language.
Reformation-related changes in the Christian reli-
gion and music in Livonia manifested comparative-
ly early – due to the church-state crisis, Luther’s ide-
as quickly found supporters in Livonia, first and 
foremost in Riga (1522). The changes that affected 
Livonian churches resulted in the simplification and 
reduction of liturgical and musical materials, influ-
enced by the new religious aesthetics and the ten-
dency towards general modesty. Latin language 
was being replaced by vernacular languages, leav-
ing an imprint on the melodic line of songs, as well 
as opening the doors for folk and secular music in-
fluence on sacral music. A new genre emerged – 
protestant chorale. The cult was becoming more 
democratic and the congregation was being more 
actively involved in the musical elements of service. 
The education reform also had a significant role – 
the humanism-oriented protestant education had a 
remarkable emphasis on music.
In 1525, a book of masses “in the common Livonian, 
Latvian, and Estonian languages” was sent to Riga 
from Lübeck but it was confiscated – no copies have 

remained. In 1527, the production of the Prodigal 
Son by Burcard Waldis in Riga marks the beginning 
of sacral song-writing by Riga-based authors – the 
play features protestant song lyrics by Burcard 
Waldis and Andreas Knopken. In 1530, the German 
residents of Riga acquire their first edition (albeit 
without musical score) of Kurtz Ordnung des Kirch-
endiensts by Johann Briesmann and Knopken, print-
ed in Rostock. The volume also includes five song 
texts by Knopken.
The German hymnals of the 16th century and the 
early 17th century (1530, 1537, 1548/1549, 1559, 
1567, 1574, 1592) can be classified according to 
several criteria: the use of language – all of the 16th 
century editions are in Middle Low German lan-
guage, whereas High German language is used from 
the 17th century onwards; the place of publishing – 
the first two were printed in Rostock, 1548–1549–
1557 editions in Lubeck, 1592 edition – in Riga by 
Nicholaus Mollyn; the content – the period of de-
velopment and changes (1530–1548/1549) is 
clearly evident, from 1559 the form of hymnal be-
comes stable, with consistent layout and content, 
while new songs are being appended. 
The Reformation movement marked the beginnings 
of the Latvian writing and book publishing cultures. 
From 1530s to 1560s, the Reformation movement 
was radically democratic in nature – it excited the 
city-dwelling Latvians, mostly in Riga, where their 
numbers were on-par with non-Latvian residents, 
but their economic power much more significant 
than in the following centuries (until the 19th centu-
ry). Latvians united in guilds and spiritual brother-
hoods acquiring their own altars and priests in 
churches.
At the beginning of the Reformation period, the 
guilds served as the first Latvian congregations, and 
their priests since 1525, when a Latvian congrega-
tion was established at St. James’s Church, became 
the first Latvian priests that translated liturgies and 
songs. The year 1525 is significant in the chronology 
of the Latvian liturgy history – the first mass books 
in Latvian and Estonian sent from Lübeck were con-
fiscated then. The existence of these books is hypo-
thetical, as is the existence of the handbook (1535–
1537) of the Riga Saint James’s Church priest Johann 
Ekke. The first printed volume of songs in Latvian 
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language, Vndeudsche Psalmen vnd geistliche Lieder 
oder Gesenge, welche in den Kirchen des Fürstenthums 
Churland vnd Semigallien in Liefflande gesungen 
werden, printed for the parishes of Courland at the 
Georg Osterberger printing house in Königsberg in 
1587, was one of the first-ever books in Latvian and 
the first printed Latvian music book. It was followed 
by Latvian hymnal for Riga residents, printed in 1615 
by Nicolaus Mollyn (in Riga), where alongside the 
latest, most current materials one can find much 
earlier editions of songs in Latvian, and which also 
follows the traditional structure of the earlier Livo-
nian German hymnals. The book of 1587 contains 
the plan of church service proceedings and 58 songs, 
including opuses by Luther, Paulus Speratus and 
other composers of the period. 
The book of 1615 includes songs created as early as 
in the 1530s with texts in free tonic metre: the song 
of Nicolaus Ramm on the ten commandments 
(1530) without musical score, Ekke’s song on Zecha-
riah’s prophecy (1535), as well as a song of praise by 
the latter author (1537). The value of Zechariah’s 
prophecy song stems from the fact that it is the first 
vocal composition in Latvian that is not anonymous, 
and even printed with a musical score. It is the first 

Latvian sacral song to be performed with actual, no-
tated musical material. Therefore, Ekke’s composi-
tion is the first Latvian notated example of music. 
Belonging to the pre-national music period, it for-
mally marks the beginnings of the Latvian profes-
sional music. The book of 1615 also contains the 
first printed example of Latvian multipart music – 
Easter gradual in three voices on translated Psalm 
117: Haec est dies – Scha gir ta dene, without indica-
tions of the author(s) of lyrics and music.
Burcard Waldis (circa 1490–1557) is amongst the 
most recognisable individuals of the Reformation 
period, whose path of life as well as the sizeable 
and multifaceted oeuvre testifies to the birth of a 
persona of a new age. His most sizeable contribu-
tion is in literature – in the context of Reformation 
period literature his work is valued very highly: he is 
mentioned as one of the most notable German po-
ets of the 16th century. In Latvia, meanwhile, he is 
renowned as the most notable poet-humanist, who 
in his fables speaks for the local Livonian residents 
of the lower social strata. Alongside his work in lit-
erature (plays, fables, psalms translated to German 
language, i.e. original poetry and other genres) 
Waldis wrote songs.

B. Waldis. Der Psalter. (1553). Title page. From 
the digital resources of the Bavarian State 
Library (Munich)

B. Waldis. Psalm 129 (130). [From the digital 
resources of the Bavarian State Library 
(Munich)]
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Waldis was born in Germany, to a patrician family in 
Allendorf near Verra, and received good education 
in Germany. He resided in Livonia for a long time 
(1523–1540) – initially as a Franciscan monk, later 
converting to Lutheranism. He became a craftsman, 
a pewter maker and trader, all the while applying 
himself to several fields of art. The Waldis’s Shrove 
Tuesday play “De parabell vam vorlorn Szohn” (The 
Parable of the Prodigal Son) pertains to the Riga pe-
riod – it has a special place in the list of the 16th 
century German protestant fastelauendt plays. It is 
not similar to the popular examples of the genre in 
this period – the carnival procession plays. Waldis’s 
play follows the antique dramatic principles and 
structures, while the content is sacral in nature. The 
play does not contain musical scores, however, the 
author’s remarks, the singing and playing men-
tioned by the characters of the play, as well as the 
texts of songs included in the play, demonstrate the 
great significance and role of music in this produc-
tion. The music follows dramatic logic, based on the 

principle of contrasts. The two realms of the play – 
secular and sacral – are represented by diverse 
means of expression: the secular realm – by the in-
strumental music, everyday life songs and dances, 
and the sacral realm – by various types of sacral 
songs and vocal polyphony. The remarks of the play 
reveal the popular period instruments in Riga (vari-
ous winds, percussions, strings), whereas Waldis’s 
lyrics reflect the development of Riga protestant 
song tradition and development of hymnal reper-
toire.
In 1553, in Frankfurt am Main Christian Egenolff 
published a volume of Waldis’s psalms “Der Psalter/ 
in Newe Gesangsweise/ vnd künstliche Reimen ge-
bracht” that contained free translations of psalms 
into German language, in effect – original poetry. 
Alongside 155 psalm texts it includes 152 melodies 
authored by the poet himself. The substantial fore-
word by the author reveals that the psalm songs 
were composed over the period of three years in 
Livonia, whilst in prison (1536–1540). 
The few available Livonian music scores of the 15th 
century are for a single voice. The 16th century is 
also mostly represented by monophonic music, al-
though the available information on the Riga Ca-
thedral School Chapel activities and on the vocal 
music of the Reformation period (for example, Wald-
is’s remarks in the text of the play Prodigal Son) 
leaves no doubt that multipart singing practice ex-
isted in Livonia, moreover, in Latvian congregations, 
as testified by a certain three-part music example in 
a 1615 hymnal.
The late 16th century introduces more elaborate 
multi-part materials – the period after 1582 marks 
the activities of Riga’s most famous 16th century 
composer and cantor of the Cathedral School Paulus 
Bucaenus (?, Lieberose, Brandenburg – 1586, Riga; 
cantor 1578– 1585). Bucaenus represents a typical 
16th century European composer – “traveller of the 
world” and internationaliser of the music culture. 
Bucaenus worked in the typical genres of the peri-
od – his oeuvre mostly consists of masses and mo-
tets. Alongside these he composed in the genres of 
German multipart song (Lied) and passion – the 
most flourishing genre of German protestant music. 
His opuses are included in the manuscripts of the 
partially surviving two-part volume Tomi musici 

Riga Cathedral. Singers’ loft “Allegory of Music” (end of the 16th centu-
ry). Photo by Riga Dome Administration.
The image of a female as an allegory of music not only embodies one 
of the free arts but can also be identified as St. Cecilia, the patroness 
of music since the 16th and 17th centuries. The organ and other instru-
ments were amongst her attributes, while she herself represents one 
of the seven artes liberales. The monochrome wooden relief depicts a 
set of instruments with a positive organ and lute in the centre, a harp 
(or David’s lyre) in the background, and a mandola and a pommer in 
the upper left corner.
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operis ecclesiae Rigensis (Volume 1 – 1583, Volume 
2 – 1584), whilst the passion Passio Domini nostri 
Jesu Christi was printed separately in 1578 in Stettin 
(currently – Szczecin). Without doubt, Bucaenus’s 
creative principles and style represented the typical 
manner of Renaissance musical thinking. 
In 1616, the Municipal Council appointed a new 
cantor as well as the so called collega scholae to the 
Riga Cathedral and the Cathedral School – Jacob 
Lotichius (Lotticius, also Lotich, 1621–1659), whose 
life span ensured a great number of compositions. 
Born in Konigsberg in 1586, Lotichius spent his 
childhood in Prussia, studying in Konigsberg and 
then Rostock and Altdorf universities. An individual 
with the same name was also matriculated to the 
University of Jena in 1617. He commenced his career 
in 1611 as a musician of the Courland Duke Wil-
helm’s court and the music director of the Kuldīga 
Palace, in a few years moving to Riga, where he 
served at the Riga Cathedral until 1659. In the 
printed editions of his compositions, Lotichius ap-
pears as the director of the music choir, and it is 
mentioned that he has held the position for 35 
years. Not many of Lotichius’s works have survived. 
Currently, five dedications are known that, accord-
ing to their style and time of composition (1652), 
belong firmly to the Baroque era.
The Renaissance period marks a rapid development 
of instrumental music and increase of its independ-
ence and liberation from the vocal element. Written 
examples of instrumental music in Europe are rare; 
in Livonian music none have been found so far, 
therefore, not only documentary sources, but also 
information found in literature as well as paintings, 
graphics, sculptures and other iconographic arte-
facts become important. 
From the 15th century, the distribution and adapta-
tion of repertoire and instruments became more 
and more dynamic. It was facilitated not only by the 
mobility of performing artists and the wide geo-
graphical area available for movement, but also by 
the development of music printing techniques and 
the benefits thereof that let the new marketable 
object – the musical score – become widespread. 
Although printed samples have not been found in 
the former Livonian territory, it can be assumed 
with reasonable certainty that in the trading cities, 

especially Riga, there might have been customers 
for it – the professional as well as the amateur mu-
sicians.
Certain specifics in the functions of the instrumen-
tal music were determined by the diverse environ-
ment, specific requirements, and musicians’ social 
status in the various state formations of the Livoni-
an Confederation: the Livonian Order, lands of the 
Archbishop of Riga and bishoprics, reformed Luther-
an Church, recatholisation period, Catholic Church, pa-
trician city, as well as the court upon the formation 
of the Duchy of Courland in 1561. The beginnings of 
the court music culture coincided with the secular-
isation of the political life, as a result of which the 
Duchy of Courland was founded (1561). The society 
was ready for a certain new type of instrumental 
musicianship, where the elements of representa-
tional or amusement music began their dominance 
over the sacral aspect. The rise of the organ culture 
in Europe likewise influenced the organ building 
and performance practice in Livonia. The develop-
ments in organ manufacturing are evidenced by 
dedicated documents and by iconographic sources. 
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Recognition of the monograph: Latvian Academy 
of Sciences Achievements in Science 2020 [1].
In 2020, the book was nominated for the Baltic 
Assembly Prize; in 2021, it was nominated for 
the Aleksandrs Čaks Prize, and the author re-
ceived a certificate of recognition.

The turn of the 20th century was a time of radical 
change in the world art and architecture. A creative 
search for a new style in art was manifested in 
many countries during the last decade of the 19th 
century. Therefore, the new style that flourished 
around 1900, the only one in the history of art with 
so many names (Art Nouveau, the Secession style, 
Jugendstil, etc.), included different formal means 
and characteristics that seem incompatible.
The turn of the 20th century – the age of Art Nou-
veau, Neo-Romanticism, and Symbolism – has left 
behind vivid traces in Latvian writing, painting, and 
music, as well as in Latvian architecture. This was a 
time when Latvian national culture was formed and 
experienced its first upsurge under difficult so-
cio-political conditions. The Art Nouveau style 
reached Riga shortly before 1900, at a time when 
the city was growing rapidly, becoming a major city 
of the then Russian Empire. The growth of the city 
replete with social and political contrasts was char-
acterised by both rapid industrialisation and the 
expansion of its showcase zone, as well as the ur-
banisation of its outskirts accompanied by growth 
of working-class areas in the suburbs. A number of 
public buildings were erected, yet the predominant 
type in terms of numbers was the apartment house. 
Art Nouveau, known in art history for reorganising 
the hierarchy of traditional art forms and placing 
decorative art at the forefront, formed a basis for 
change in Riga. Although Historicism retained its 
importance through to the end of the period, when 

DÉCOR IN THE ART NOUVEAU 
ARCHITECTURE OF RIGA 

interest in the heritage of classical art re-surfaced, 
the period from 1898 to 1914 can be called the Art 
Nouveau period in Riga.
Historical architecture and buildings define the 
city’s uniqueness as well as its cultural and histori-
cal significance. Riga’s Art Nouveau architecture has 
been the subject of numerous publications since 
the second half of the 20th century and is a world-re-
nowned asset. The historical centre of Riga, with its 
well-preserved medieval and later-century urban 
layout, 19th-century wooden buildings and an im-
pressive number of Art Nouveau buildings, has been 
included in the UNESCO World Heritage List since 
1997. A number of important buildings dating from 
the turn of the 20th century are also located outside 
the historic city centre, in each of the former sub-
urbs of Riga. However, the place and uniqueness of 

SILVIJA GROSA
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Riga’s Art Nouveau architecture in the overall con-
text of European art are determined not so much by 
the quantity of buildings surviving from this period 
as by the diversity and artistic quality of the façade 
décor, the orientation of architects and creators of 
this décor towards a wide range of stylistic move-
ments (Historicism and Art Nouveau in its different 
variations, Nordic National Romanticism, Heimatstil, 
and Neo-Classicism) and their combinations, while 
avoiding extremes.
The monograph Décor in the Art Nouveau Architec-
ture of Riga [2] departs from the usual approach 
and, instead, focuses on décor of buildings in Riga, 
highlighting issues related to the most visually im-
pressive aspect of Riga’s Art Nouveau architecture – 
namely decorative design. The book examines dec-
orative sculpture and painting in terms of their 
inherent artistic diversity and uniqueness not only 
in the context of Latvia, but also of the entire Baltic 
region. The ambivalence of the extensive amount of 
material – from the work of artisans and industrial 
production to professional art oriented towards the 
creation of unique artefacts – coupled with an ab-

sence of documentation, have influenced the as-
sessment of décor both at the time when the build-
ings were constructed and in the following decades. 
It should also be noted that artisanal objects, to-
gether with what today is designated as forming 
the human environment, ranked higher in the hier-
archy of art forms of the time than in the past. The 
total number of these instances is considerable and 
hence it is impossible, in the absence of an extensive 
and well-grounded analysis, to fully interpret not 
only late 19th and early 20th century Latvian archi-
tecture but also the history of visual art. At the same 
time, the decorative embellishment of buildings 
cannot be considered as a sovereign entity outside 
its context, i.e., outside the building itself, its rela-
tionship to the architect’s creative manifestations, 
outside the cultural and historical environment and, 
more broadly, the era as a whole. Consequently, 
these issues are addressed in the book as well.
The principal material of the study is the profane 

Jūlijs Straume. Peacocks. Design for a decorative fabric. 
1906. Tempera and gold on paper. 121 × 90 cm. LNMM. 

Photo: Normunds Brasliņš 

Konstantīns Pēkšēns, Eižens Laube. Architect Pēkšēns’ apartment 
building at Alberta Street 12. 1903. Photo: Imants Prēdelis, 2012



140

Latvian Academy of  Sciences

architecture, mainly masonry buildings and their 
decoration, which constituted the majority of new 
buildings in Riga at the turn of the 20th century. The 
analysis covers both ornamentation (abstract, zoo-
morphic, floral, anthropomorphic) and figurative 
decorative sculptures of building façades and inte-
riors, where, due to the fragmentary preservation of 
the material, the archival materials of architectural 
research specialists, obtained by probing and dis-
covered during restoration process, as well as pho-
tographs, were of great importance.
The elements of building design and architectural 
decoration in the façades of buildings in Riga are 
mainly cast in concrete, in some cases also using 
other materials. The main materials used for interi-
or décor were stucco, paper pulp, tempera paint, ad-
hesive-based paint, etc. However, the issue of the 
technological production of sculpture and painting 
materials was not considered a priority in this book 
and is only mentioned when the results of architec-
tural research are available; the same applies to the 
polychromy of façades and their colouring, which 
can only be specified in certain cases.
The materials presented in the book were obtained 
by surveying and photographing buildings in situ, as 
well as identifying photographs and photocopies 
from the early 20th century, and the architects’ 
sketches and drawings available in the construction 
documentations of the buildings. The majority of 

architects active in Riga had studied at the Archi-
tecture Department of Riga Polytechnic (later Riga 
Polytechnic Institute, today Riga Technical Universi-
ty), which had been offering excellent possibilities 
for training to aspiring architects since 1869. Cus-
tomary practice was acquisition of architectural ex-
perience via study trips to Germany and other coun-
tries; active contacts were maintained with St. 
Petersburg, where the Russian bureaucracy granted 
compulsory construction permits. The analysis of 
architectural décor in Riga therefore involved look-
ing for analogies in the major cities of the neigh-
bouring regions, with which continuous contacts 
were maintained at that time (St. Petersburg, Tal-
linn, Warsaw, Krakow, Dresden), as well as those that 
could have served as sources of artistic inspiration 
(Helsinki, Berlin, Vienna, Prague, Paris).
In order to find out the possible sources of inspira-
tion of architectural décor in Riga and their origin, 
a wide range of publications from the turn of the 
20th century – architecture and art journals pub-
lished in Western Europe and Russia, the so-called 
architectural pattern books, and other pictorial pub-
lications – were examined.
The principles of architectural décor in Riga at the 
turn of the 20th century transformed conforming to 
the evolution of Art Nouveau; therefore, the work is 
divided into the early period of Art Nouveau (from 
1898 to 1902, reaching upsurge between 1903 to 
1905/06), and the late period (from 1905/06 to 
1914). Art Nouveau in the architectural décor of 

Façade décor of Andrei Lebedinsky’s apartment building at Elizabetes 
Street 10b. Arch. Mikhail Eisenstein. 1903. Photo: Marika Vanaga, 2019

Stained glass panel in the building at Baznīcas Street 5. 
Photo: Didzis Grodzs, 2015 
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Riga was characterised by forms of expression sim-
ilar to those in many other European countries, 
where Art Nouveau arrived as a mature style: ini-
tially décor encapsulated Historicism, whereas dur-
ing the final phase, classicising motifs and themes 
were adopted. Historicism continued to influence 
the architecture of Riga not only during the early 
Art Nouveau period, but also during its culmination, 
both in a stylistically pure expression and as a par-
allel to Art Nouveau in the form of individual motifs 
or traditional techniques. In the late Art Nouveau 
period, other stylistic influences (Nordic National 
Romanticism, Neo-Classicism, proto Art Deco) are 
also characteristic, which, as in the early period, of-
ten complicates the definition of Art Nouveau 
boundaries. However, harmonisation of stylistic 
phenomena was facilitated by the common ‘Neo-Ro-
mantic platform’ characteristic of turn-of-the-20th-
century arts. 
The decorative design of building façades in Riga 
and their interiors was the work of local artists and 
craftsmen, as well as sculptors’, painters’ and other 
workshops. Moreover, several ambitious companies 
in Riga offered their products in St. Petersburg, Vil-
nius, and elsewhere.
The focus is on the sources and main motifs of Riga 
Art Nouveau architectural décor, their origins, as 
well as ways of getting to know Art Nouveau. In 
Riga, learning about Art Nouveau came about with 
important information provided by art literature 
and countless publications and periodicals from 
different countries, which at that time directly or 
indirectly promoted Art Nouveau and other move-
ments. Various architectural pattern books and illus-
trated publications dedicated to the ornamentation 
of the new style, especially studies of nature motifs, 
were popular. The increasing number of exhibitions 
of foreign art, held in St. Petersburg and Riga, were 
an important factor in introducing new artistic 
trends. However, in the field of decorative arts, ap-
preciation of the latest developments was possible 
thanks to the region’s extensive foreign trade links. 
One factor consolidating the spread of Art Nouveau 
in Riga was the ambitious Industrial and Crafts Ex-
hibition dedicated to the 700th anniversary of Riga 
in 1901, which was conceived following the exam-
ple of world fairs of the time, especially the 1900 

Paris Exhibition. The German school of art, with its 
traditions, historical connections and widely availa-
ble information, was one of the most important 
sources of inspiration for the new style. Neverthe-
less, at the beginning of the 20th century, an increas-
ing source of inspiration came from the northern 
region of Europe – Scandinavia, and, especially Fin-
land, as well as from art in France, in addition to a 
number of internationally recognised authorities in 
other countries.
The architectural sculpture and ornamentation on 
the building façades are analysed in chronological 
order, starting with the early Art Nouveau period, 
moving on to the culmination and ending with the 

Vestibule in Vladimir Boguslavsky’s apartment building at Alberta 
Street 2a. Arch. Mikhail Eisenstein. 1906. Photo: Margarita Fedina, 2017



142

Latvian Academy of  Sciences

late period. The final part of the work is devoted to 
an overview of interior décor. The monograph pre-
sents a wide range of visual material; in addition to 
recent photographic material, photographs from 
the early 20th century are used in the book.
Art Nouveau was still viewed critically in the mid-
20th century. Neglect of architectural heritage from 
the turn of the 20th century together with straitened 
living conditions during the Soviet occupation peri-
od led to careless and brutal reconstruction of inte-
riors and the loss of much interior décor of once 
magnificent buildings in Riga. However, social pov-
erty and peculiarities of collective economy during 
the mid-20th century helped, at least, to save the 
façades of Art Nouveau buildings in Riga, and most 
of the buildings themselves, from demolition, unlike 
in many Western cities, where many buildings of this 
style were destroyed deliberately as worthless.
The Neo-Romantic perception of the world charac-
teristic of Belle Epoque, which stimulated the long-
ing for the beautiful, is revealed most prominently 
in architectural décor that shows vividly both the 
creative quests by architects of Riga and masters of 
decorative embellishment, and the wide range of 
external influences, the fusion of which, along with 
the first steps undertaken in the search for a nation-
al (and also regional) style, has contributed to the 
unique nature of Art Nouveau architecture in Riga.
Many buildings are still in critical condition and 
awaiting renovation, but public perception of the 
importance of turn-of-the-20th-century heritage has 
changed, and one would want to believe that the 
so-called Euro-renovation wave of the end of the 
last century is a thing of the past. Increasingly, own-
ers are overcoming difficulties and obstacles to 
give their buildings an authentic historical look, 
and skilled craftsmen work to restore décor to its 
former appearance. Today we are able to appreciate 
the appeal of artisanal paintings in interiors, which 
were inspired by great masters of Art Nouveau; if 
financial means allow, we can carefully restore what 
has been uncovered through architectural investi-
gation. Although what historically is accurate occa-
sionally has to be moderated, or, in some cases, en-
hanced according to the proprietors’ understanding 
of Art Nouveau, the future of these buildings no 
longer seems hopeless: a single surviving detail of 

the original décor can become an object of inter-
pretation, confirming the truth that lost things are 
imbued with mystery that piques our imagination.
Every edifice, just as the city itself, through associa-
tion with the destiny of its past and present resi-
dents, acquires a spiritual dimension. Every archi-
tectural object embodies a sense of order 
characteristic of a particular historical period; 
whatever the actual time in history, building décor 
has always been and always will be a reminder of 
dreams, longings, and hopes.
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Human life is conditioned by the segment of a 
straight line, limited by the date of birth and death, 
a sort of individual system of coordinates on a com-
plex map of Creation. Aesthetics of a straight line or 
scheme is close to human being. This craving for 
ordering, structuring or symmetry is inbred in hu-
man nature. An attempt to turn segment of a straight 
line which is a human life into an endless vector of 
a great thought, sensational discovery or creative 
achievement is the privilege of the few. 
Network. Web. Perspectives. Tunnel. Volumes. Struc-
ture. Urban lace. Crystal lattice. Cage. System of co-
ordinates. Architectural framework. QR code. Mod-
ern ornament.
There is something magical about the ornaments – 
the cultural base of all times, of all fundamental 
human values is encoded within the ornament. It is 
a kind of a bridge from the past into the present, a 
visual embodiment of the genetic code of mankind.
Ornament is a universal information carrier. QR 
code is in fact the first computer-generated orna-
ment in the history of mankind. Modern QR code is 
the acme of form stylisation and simplification with 
the maximal meaningfulness. It is amazing how 
well the character of this ultramodern ornament 
conveys the essence and spirit of our time. What is 
it? Can it be a victory of artificial intelligence over 
human mind?
The history of ornament is inextricably related to 
folk art, manual work, nationality, tradition in the 
deepest meaning of the word. QR code is a story 
with no roots. And this is so typical of our time, with 
its tendency for cosmopolitism! A life without deep 
attachments, historical memory and with no tradi-
tions to follow is simple and convenient.  
But simplification of form and craving for stylisa-
tion are more often just a tribute to convenience 
than the expression of pithiness and deepness of a 
concept. Modern design is defined by functionality 
and budgetary of its execution. Our everyday life is 

QR CODE IS A STORY WITH NO ROOTS... 

simple and rational like an apartment block in a 
residential area. However, must utility function de-
termine the form of modern art as such?! There is 
something sublime and aristocratic in “useless” and 
sophisticated beauty. 
Though, very often it turns out to be just an excuse 
for failure, ignorance of one’s craft or unwillingness 
of the modern man, caught in a bustle of everyday 
life, to devote life to a complex manual or mental 
work which is not always duly appreciated. Or it 
may happen to be just an impossibility to afford 
oneself understanding of something complex. After 
all, it has always been a prerogative of aristocracy 
or intellectual elite. In the century of universal democ-
ratisation and liberalism, one can even visit opera 
wearing shorts and slippers. So here we are, facing 
deep and fundamental problems of society, where 
the battle of robots against people so picturesquely 
depicted in science fiction works of the previous 

KARINE PARONYANC

Web (QR code). Author’s technique. 170×170 cm. 2020

In today’s realities painting acquires a poignant social connotation.
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century is already going on. It has by far more so-
phisticated and less bloody character, though. It 
also appears to be just a tribute to modern toler-
ance and pseudo-humanity. With no blood and 
noise the entire generation of young and possibly 
up-and-coming ones will perish into a voluntary 
oblivion of addiction to gadgets, telephones, virtual 
casinos and trite social networks.
Let us take stereotyped colours of the notorious QR 
code, absolutely black and white. What is hidden be-
hind this pattern? Maybe the battle between dark-
ness and light? Or the legendary Black Square de-
claring victory of machinery over the Sun already as 
early as the beginning of the previous century? As it 
is well known, nothing is absolute in the LIVING na-
ture and all colours are present there in continual 
interaction, giving birth to an infinite number of nu-
ances and colour shades.
The artist’s reflections on this topic, as well as the 
search for the relationship between science and art, 
resulted in the art project “Urban Philosophy”, car-
ried out by the author in close cooperation with the 
Latvian Academy of Sciences and its vice-president, 
Professor Ojārs Spārītis.

God’s Eye or Doomsday Clock (23:58:20). Author’s technique. 
170×170 cm. 2022

The Doomsday Clock is a project started in 1947 by the creators of 
the first atomic bomb. The project exists within the framework of the 
magazine Bulletin of Atomic Scientists published by the University of 
Chicago: on its cover an image of a clock face is periodically pub-
lished, its hands show the time close to midnight. The remaining time 
symbolises the development of nuclear armaments and tension of the 
international situation, while midnight itself symbolises an atomic 
cataclysm. At the moment, this is the closest position of the hands of 
the Doomsday Clock to midnight in its entire history.

Aero III (The Golden Ratio). Author’s technique. 80×120 cm. 2020

Straight line is the stigma of man…
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The main theme of the exhibition is the existence 
of man in nature and transformation of his milieu 
due to progress and technologies. The paintings in 
the collection are greatly influenced by pandemic 
and lock downs, they address the issues of rapid 
digitalisation, human isolation, and deprivation of 
the freedom of movement.
Yet, at the same time, they also have hope, a gulp of 
fresh air after a long time of having been locked up 
and the desire to act no matter what. The final 
painting of the exposition is located at the observa-
tion tower of the Academy. The view that opens 
from the site emphasises the creative concept and 
semantic message of the exhibition – to look at our-
selves from a bird’s eye view.

In this collection stylisation and form brevity reach 
their utmost. “Urban philosophy” represents com-
pact thoughts which are often ironic, conveyed to 
the viewer through simplified and geometrised 
forms, harmonious with our routine everyday life.
Many of the presented pictures were created within 
the frame of performances in iconic spots of the city 
– an abandoned airport, a desolate greenhouse, the 
premises of the Riga Botanical Garden, the roof of 
the radio station. 
The premises of the Academy of Sciences, where 
the exhibition is taking place, continue this vector, 
in itself being a part of exhibition scenography. The 
majestic interiors of the Stalinist high-rise, the con-
trast of different eras and the very spirit of the 
Academy arrange the paintings into a coherent nar-
rative and help convey reflections contained in the 
pictures. The Academy of Sciences obliges: there is 
no place for playful or decorative works, everything 
should be subordinated to thought, idea and fo-
cused on progress and modernity.

Greenhouse Effect (Never Cross the Red Line). Author’s technique.
200×130 cm. 2021

Instability. Perspective? Never cross the red line!!! The study of 
interaction of spontaneous plasticity in living nature and linearity of 
the mind of civilisation continues to interest me greatly. But the main 
question remains – what is the role of a Man in this interaction? The 
aim and the meaning of Man’s life?

When a Stream of Thoughts Takes a Concrete Form. Author’s technique

100×100 cm. 2021

Ladders in my pictures transform into masts, strings, guys, industrial 
constructions, mechanism prototypes. They remind of futuristic rays 
cutting through soft natural forms, they pierce palpable flesh pulsat-
ing with life just like radio waves or electric streams. 
But only an uncompromising power of art can turn strings created by 
human hands into strings of a human soul. And then familiar space 
extends, opening portal into eternity.
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The mood of the exhibition is also emphasised by 
musical accompaniment. This project is a collabora-
tion continued between the artist Karine Paronyanc 
and the musician Alexey Siverenko (ShriAlex): musi-
cal compositions created under the impression of 
the paintings play in the halls throughout the en-
tire exhibition. To convey the mood of the paintings, 
compositions were created with the use of the 
sounds recorded in an urban environment – often in 
parallel with the artist’s work. The floors feature 
music created from the ringing of bells, birdsong, 
the sound of the kokle – folk instrument, as well as 
the hum of turbines, the roar of motors, and other 
elements of city noise.
The exhibition designed in the first person singular 
is a direct and somewhat personal dialogue of the 
artist with her intended audience. Booklets with ac-
companying texts, written by the artist herself are 
an important part of the exhibition.
The names of the paintings are of great importance 
for their perception – they form a question, pulling 
the viewers out of their daily routine, encourage 
them to literally philosophise about the main thing. 
Hence, the name of the project.

Urban lace cuts the air of the sky and weighs on the 
viewer, creates tension in the picture, forces him to 
search for the answers to existential questions, a 
modern man simply does not have time for. The 
works of this collection are as dynamic as the cen-
tury we live in. With the help of digital technologies 
we have accelerated the merry-go-round of times 
to incredible speeds. To be in a hurry, yet to be late 
is the plague of modern man. Will we manage to 
slow down or jump off this time carousel? Hardly…
This is an attempt to wrest an inquisitive mind from 
the clutch of virtual reality, manipulation mecha-
nisms of which are sharpened to suppress the will 
of an individual for the purpose of commercial gain. 
The scale of cyber war is far greater than the scale 
of wars of the past. And fake Instagram followers 
appear to become Gogol’s ‘Dead souls’ of the 21st 

century. It is extremely fashionable nowadays to 
buy a couple dozen of thousands of such ‘serfs’ to 
create an image of a virtual landlord.  
The purpose of these works is to encourage viewers 
to think, reason, analyse, and think for themselves 
and out of boundaries of political dogmas, imposed 
censorship or passing trends. It is easy to be a pseu-
do dissident when belonging to mainstream, but it 
is much more difficult to remain a conscious, and 
most importantly, a decent Human being.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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INTRODUCTION

The development of innovative technologies and 
digitalisation have created unprecedented oppor-
tunities. Due to technological development, trans-
formation through democratisation and decentral-
isation is taking place around the globe, with the 
world becoming more and more interconnected 
and accessible, and people – capable of achieving 
their goals faster, more easily and efficiently. Yet, 
humanity has never had similar experience and 
hence developed no sensitivity to it. The digital age 
clearly poses a range of risks and challenges that 
cut across different fields and contribute to the 
emergence of new research problems in science.
Social sciences, including educational sciences, fo-
cus on the interrelationships between human ac-
tivity and the use of technology. Today digital com-
petence has become an attribute that helps to 
critically evaluate information, enables to act in 
this new cultural formation, and, all in all, makes 
active life possible. No longer digital competence 
is only technical capability, it is needed to solve 
problems, communicate, collaborate, create and 
share content in the digital environment. Undoubt-
edly, all of the abovementioned determines a range 
of current tasks for educational sciences, with the 
digital transformation of education around the 
world being a topical research direction.
Within the digital transformation of education, in re-
cent years there has been a shift to the study of so-
cial construction of childhood in digital culture. The 
invasion of digital technologies in children’s every-
day life has initiated an academic discussion about a 
new form of childhood, the form, unlike others, where 
childhood is constructed not only socially but also 
virtually, the form comprising both real and digital 
socialisation, and using digital tools and resources to 
prepare children for the future in the adult world.

DIGITAL CHILDHOOD AND ITS TOPICALITY 
IN EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH

The study of digital childhood is among the re-
search priorities of the Scientific Institute of Peda-
gogy of the Faculty of Pedagogy, Psychology, and Art 
of the University of Latvia.

DESCRIPTION OF THE CONCEPT OF DIGITAL 
CHILDHOOD

In social sciences, research on children and the 
media has been actively pursued since the 
1960s–1970s. However, the academic discourse of 
digital childhood emerged only at the beginning 
of the 21st century, when digital technologies and 
the Internet became an integral part of children’s 
everyday life. In the digital age, children’s culture 
is known as constructed by children themselves 
for the first time. It had become incomprehensible 
and inaccessible to adults as there is no social 
model for communicating with children, for rais-
ing them in a world where technologies are grad-
ually pushing people to the margins of social 
ecology and replacing them with devices. Digital 
childhood is treated as an independent world of 
children’s own culture, social practice, and, due to 
its innovative nature, the study of digital child-
hood has been given increased attention in social 
sciences.
Digital childhood is seen as a new and controver-
sial form of culture. On the one hand, the profound 
changes in children’s lives brought about by new 
technologies have an unprecedented potential for 
positive development, and especially when it comes 
to learning. However, on the other hand, digitalisa-
tion is often perceived as an unprecedented threat 
that could have a significant impact on children’s 
development and future well-being. Optimistic 
researchers emphasise that the Internet has freed 
children from adult guardianship and control, made 
them a social group with the right to self-expression 
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and the opportunity to build their own culture and 
their own communities. In this approach, the com-
puter represents a window to a new world, it ad-
dresses the children’s developmental needs and 
allows achieving new goals. Researchers repre-
senting a more sceptical position focus on the en-
tertaining function of digital technologies and the 
growing moral panic about the degrading effect of 
the Internet and computer games on child’s psyche 
and socialisation. The emphasis is on dehumanis-
ing role of technologies, which destroy traditional 
forms of human communication and culture [8].
The discussion about the impact of digitalisation 
on children has affected traditional views of the so-
cial role of the child and the understanding of 
childhood in general. Historian Philippe Ariès de-
scribes childhood as a specific stage in a person’s 
life characterised by innocence, ignorance, depend-
ence, and adult concern [1]. In the context of digital 
culture, journalist Neil Postman declares the end of 
childhood, because while accessing the Internet 
children access the information and take the wraps 
off the adult world, which essentially destroys the 
usual criteria for understanding childhood. Thus, 
1) due to the Internet it is not possible to screen 
children from information and activities inappropri-
ate for their age; 2) the Internet also violates the 
restrictions of physical space, that is, browsing the 
Internet, which is a public space, a child who is the-
oretically in his room is practically absent; 3) alien-
ation of adults from children’s culture creates con-
fusion in upbringing and limits adults’ ability both 
to care and to control [6].
Thus, in the digital age, children themselves create 
childhood by reproducing and interpreting the 
adult world according to their own needs and expe-
rience [9].

DIGITAL CHILDHOOD RESEARCH AT THE 
UNIVERSITY OF LATVIA

Digital childhood research encompasses three the-
matic areas: 1) the child’s physical and mental 
health in the digital age: development of a new un-
derstanding and construction of guidelines on the 
impact of digitalisation on the child’s well-being 
and development; 2) educated child in digital cul-

ture: identification of technology-enriched learning 
models and approaches that could promote chil-
dren’s educational opportunities by providing an 
inclusive environment; 3) connected child in the 
digital society: exploration of children’s appropriate 
understanding of the use of digital technologies 
with a view to fostering their positive relationships 
with peers, the family, the community and society as 
a whole, and respect of child’s privacy, rights and 
civic position.
In their projects, educational science researchers of 
the University of Latvia have been pursuing all the 
above-mentioned strands of research and should 
be considered pioneers in the studies on digital 
transformation of education in Latvia.
In the period between 2015 and 2019, the author of 
this article represented Latvia in the international 
research network COST, which Action IS1410 “The 
digital literacy and multimodal practices of young 
children (DigiLitEY)” aimed at defining the perspec-
tives of digital childhood research. Using the op-
portunities offered by the COST Action, researchers 
from the University of Latvia participated in the 
study of the European Commission’s Joint Research 
Centre “Young Children (0-8) and Digital Technolo-
gy: A Qualitative Exploratory Study” (JRC93239). In 
2017, for the first time, the data on young children’s 
habits using technologies, parental involvement in 
constructing these habits, and chosen parenting 
strategies in families in 21 countries were collected 
and compared [2, 7].
Research in the field of children’s physical and men-
tal health in the digital age has been carried out in 
collaboration with scientists in psychology and oth-
er fields. For example, since 2021, with a view to cre-
ating a set of screening tools to identify early devel-
opmental risks in Latvian pre-school children, there 
has been implemented the project of the Cross-Sec-
toral Coordination Centre, “Feasibility study for the 
development of a unified set of methodological 
tools for the assessment of early childhood develop-
ment needs” (No. 4.1-1 / 18-2021). The project has 
been developed by an interdisciplinary team of re-
searchers and practitioners: psychologists, research-
ers in educational sciences, teachers, medical doc-
tors of various specialisations (psychiatrists, 
paediatricians), and speech therapists.
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Several studies have been carried out in the re-
search direction of the connected child in the digi-
tal society; for example, the implemented since 
2020 Erasmus+ project “Digital Citizenship Educa-
tion and Foreign Language Learning” (2020-1-DE01-
KA203-005712) aims to strengthen the profile of 
Digital Citizenship Education vis-à-vis Foreign Lan-
guage Education. At the end of 2021, the study of 
the Latvian Council of Science, “Representation of 
Childhood at the Museums of Latvia, Integrated in 
the E-Learning Environment of Higher Education” 
(lzp-2020 / 2-0282) was completed; its aim was to 
study and map the representation of the history of 
childhood in Latvian museums and, based on the 
results of the research, to create a database that 
would activate e-learning in higher education, and 
especially in teacher training programmes.
Most often, the researchers in educational sciences 
of the University of Latvia have been addressing the 
topic of the educated child in digital culture, with 
the studies on technology-enriched learning and 
future skills being a priority. To provide educational 
opportunities for children of different ages, there has 
been conducted research on using various digital 

The UL educational research scientists Linda Daniela and Zanda Rubene 
at the photo session for the 2021 “Science in Latvia” calendar

Students of the UL Master’s study programme “Technological Innovation and Design for Education” learn how to 
use drones in education
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learning tools, educational robotics, virtual reality 
development resources, media literacy, computa-
tional thinking and coding skills [4, 5, 7].
In 2020, under the national research project “Life 
with COVID-19: Evaluation of the overcoming coro-
navirus crisis in Latvia and recommendations for 
social resilience in the future” (No. VPP-COV-
ID-2020/1-0013), there was developed a tool for 
assessing the functionality of various digital learn-
ing platforms and, for the implementation of digital 
transformation in education, there were formulated 
recommendations for policy makers. The efficiency 
of the tool in implementing hybrid studies has been 
praised by the Latvian Ministry of Education and 
Science, which expressed its gratitude to the group 
of educational researchers from the University of 
Latvia and partner institutions. As a result of this 
project, UL professor Zanda Rubene together with 
her colleague Linda Daniela was included in the 
2021 “Science for Latvia” calendar meant to intro-
duce the general public to scientific research. It 
should be noted that they became the first repre-
sentatives of educational sciences to be in the cal-
endar during the project existence (see Fig. 1).
Overall, in 2021, in the field of educational sciences, 
more than 20 research projects in total were con-
ducted at the University of Latvia.
The results of the educational research in the field 
of digital transformation of education and digital 
childhood have been actively implemented in the 
UL study programmes and used working with uni-
versity students (see Fig. 2), as well as widely dis-
seminated in communication with educators in Lat-
via and abroad as well as with the general public.
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With the growth of national self-awareness and 
the yearning for national independence at the 
start of the 20th century, it was clear that society 
was becoming increasingly aware of and reap-
praising folk and historical values. The necessity to 
form a national religion based on the foundations 
of past traditions and the legacy of history was not 
only discussed in the Baltics – it was also a hot 
topic in Europe. This was most powerfully mani-
fested in countries, which had obtained or re-
gained national independence. 
At that time, at the start of the 20th century, the 
role of national religions grew not only in Latvia 
and its closest neighbouring countries, but also in 
other European countries, especially those which 
had regained or secured independent statehood 
during this period. It should be noted that during 
this period, similar trends could also be observed 
in Western Europe – the heirs to the traditions of 
the druids were active in Great Britain, while in 
Germany a national religious movement took 
shape led by General Ludendorff and Count 
Reventlow. 
In the Baltic lands, the first ideas about the reviv-
al of the so-called religion of the ancient fathers 
became relevant at the end of the 19th century, 
but it was only in the 1920s–1930s that organ-
ised religious movements were founded like 
Romuva in Lithuania and Dievturība in Latvia. The 
founders of these movements proclaimed the re-
vival of the ancient Lithuanian or Latvian reli-
gions. A similar example can be found in Estonia, 
the so-called Taarists – there was a growing 
movement of activists reviving the traditional Es-
tonian religion (in this case – formed on the basis 
of the people’s spiritual traditions). This initiative 
was founded by a sapper officer, mountain engi-

PHENOMENON OF NATIONAL RELIGIONS 
IN THE BALTIC STATES IN THE FIRST HALF 
OF THE 20TH CENTURY

neer and veteran of the 1905 Revolution, Kustas 
Utuste, along with folklorists Dr. O. Loritss and Dr. 
Luiga. Ancient Estonians saw two supreme pow-
ers in the world – good and evil. The bearer of 
good power, the true God and ruler of the sky and 
land was Tara. For Estonians, this religious cult 
was overseen and maintained by special scien-
tists – the wise men, while coppices (sacred 
groves) of lime and oaks trees were sanctuaries. 
The organisation that wished to revive and study 
the ancient Estonian religion united under the 
“Hiis” union, whose statutes were approved on 
3 June 1931 [1]. The Estonian Taarists published a 
magazine and promoted their ideas in other peri-
odical publications of the day.
The goal of the Taari [2] or Taarists was to revive 
Estonian national culture and identity. It was orig-
inally founded as a counter-religion to Christianity, 
which had become the most popular religion na-
tionally, and in their opinion was too cosmopolitan 
to conform to the interests of the national state. 
They revived sacred groves knows as “hiis”, which 
became holy places and meeting places for con-
gregations. One of the first Hiis to be established 
was the Sacred Grove of Tallinn.  The faith of the 
Taarists known as the Taara Faith in English, and in 
Estonian as Taara usk also tends to be referred to 
as Estonia’s local/national religion. Historians re-
fer to it with a Neopaganism term, but Taarists 
themselves never considered themselves to be pa-
gans. The name Taara was assumed in honour of 
Taara – the God of Thunder. Taarisism was based 
on a philosophy of monism, based on the belief 
that the basis for the whole of existence was of 
one origin (matter or spirit). Similar to the equiv-
alent phenomenon in Latvia, Taarism was founded 
and built up by Estonian intellectuals of the 
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period – poets and writers, but there were fewer 
artists among them. Up to 1940, Taarists united 
several thousand like-minded members, but after 
the occupation by the Soviet Union, the movement 
was banned and its participants and founders 
were arrested and murdered. 
Taarists promoted and discussed their religions 
using popular folklore and the people’s epic po-
ems. The main idea was based on the belief that 
people are responsible for their conduct in rela-
tion to the laws of nature. Compulsory ritualistic 
elements were a holy flame, which was usually lit 
between holy stones, while participants in the 
ritual were dressed in stylised folk costumes, 
which were mostly white or grey. 
In Lithuania, as in Latvia and Estonia, after the dec-
laration of independence the question of national 
identity grew in relevance. Despite this, the forma-
tion of the national religion in Lithuania occurred 
in different circumstances than those elsewhere in 
the Baltic States. Firstly, because the Catholic 
Church has always played a major role in Lithua-
nia, and so it was at the start of the 20th century, 
when it retained its place and significance. Sec-
ondly, Romuva [3] did not emerge as a completely 
new national religion. On the contrary, Romuva 
had been well-known as a local religion since the 
end of the 14th century (it is believed that Romuva 
was founded in 1387). And yet the subjects of na-
tional identity, folk history and traditions had also 
been relevant to artists in Lithuania since the turn 
of the century. 
Like the Taarists, Romuva is based on the unity of 
nature and humanity. Nature is holy, and holiness 
is the most significant and characteristic sign in 
the world – it unites, harmonises, and revitalises 
everything. Holiness is blessed with mystical ele-
ments. The official Romuva hymn (psalm) refers to 
the structure of the world, which thanks to its abil-
ity to grow, continually acquires new forms, but 
does not lose its connection with its origin. Here 
compatibility is sought with the tree, whose roots 
stretch deep into the ground, while branches grow 
and the crown thrives. This is compared to life and 
death, where the underworld is the zone of death; 
while the crown is the space of life; and the sea-
sons are akin to the cycle of life. Because the living 

must change. The principles of Romuva emphasise 
the cycle of life and death as the developmental 
form of the world. The holiness of nature and the 
earth are always connected to one’s native land 
and home. It is explained that humans cultivate 
the land in order to survive. Without land, neither 
humans nor the people could survive. 
Rituals took place in nature; in holy places – alkai – 
which were hills, rivers, lakes, trees, cliffs, and 
stones, etc. A holy place could be established with 
sacred objects (with the creation of an altar) or 
based on special stories and events (legends), 
which could be linked to the specific place. The 
ritual was usually conducted under the guidance 
of elders, with the presence of fire, and with sing-
ing and ritual movement. At the end, the holy bev-
erage and food were consumed from a shared ves-
sel. The ideas of Romuva were based on the ethnic 
past of Lithuanians and traditions as a source of 
spiritual power. Similar to Dievturība, during the 
Soviet era, Romuva was also represented in the 
United States and Canada. Its goal was to organise 
harmonious everyday life with the help of various 
deities. In Lithuania, the traditions of paganism 
have been studied to a much greater extent, and 
Lithuanians believe that we can talk about a uni-
fied Baltic religion, because although the names of 

Kristjan Raud “Ohver (Victim)” 1935; Tempera on canvas, 160×191.6 cm



153   

2
0

2
2

Yearbook

our gods differ, their nature and presence in nature 
is identical.
The Romuva nominated Porkunas (Thunder) as their 
principal God, which explains why Thunder is often 
used as an element characterising history and na-
tional ideas. However, unlike in Latvian art, one can-
not find direct depictions of Romuva ideas or deities 
in Lithuanian art. Lithuanian artists tended to depict 
deities in a much more abstract way, using symbols 
and allegories. Oftentimes, mythological characters 
were conjured up through visions, dreams, and long-
ings. For example, a 1913 painting by Paulius Ge-
laune By the Remains of the Milda’s Altar depicts a 
stylised natural landscape, with a setting sun and an 
altar site created from a tree and flooded by water, 
alongside which stands a lonely maiden. 
In a way, as the Latvian religion, Dievturība [4] is a 
unique phenomenon within Latvian history. During 
the 1920s–1930s, a small group of like-minded 
members of the creative intelligentsia embarked 
on the process of ascertaining and reviving an-
cient Latvian divinity. This movement developed 
rapidly and gained widespread support among a 
large section of society, as a result of which the 
first “Latvian Dievturi Congregation” was regis-
tered with the Latvian Spiritual Affairs’ Authority 
on 26 July 1926. 

One of the ideas of the dievturi was to create a 
new foundation for culture and art. This intention 
is corroborated by the theoretical discussions and 
articles written by dievturi, as well as the tradi-
tions and future plans they introduced. The range 
of interests of dievturi were Latvian history, eth-
nography, mythology, folk art, ancient ornaments, 
and traditions. The founder and conceptual author 
of dievturība was artist Ernests Brastiņš (1892–
1942), whose close friend and confederate was 
artist Jēkabs Bīne (1895–1955). 
The inter-war period witnessed the start of the 
depiction of ancient Latvian divinity in the fine 
arts. Dievturi artists were preoccupied with the 
question of creating Latvian art, the content of 
works and their iconographic meaning. In the 
process of making dievturība relevant, a major 
role was played by artists, writers, poets, and oth-
er people connected with creative culture. Logi-
cally, the depiction of these ideas was inspired by 
artists’ creative output and their works of art. 
During this period, research started into Latvian 
signs and patterns in the context of art. Artists 
started using and creating various characters and 
symbols to depict Latvian divinity, as well as to 
give the Latvian ornament a symbolic religious 
meaning. 
In studying the popularity of dievturība, one must 
take into account the socio-political conditions 
prevailing in Latvia at that time. The reasons for 
its emergence and its popularity could be attrib-
uted to the beliefs and quests that dominated in 
society during the period in question, because di-
evturība took shape at a time when the social role 
of the Christian Church within society was weak-
ened. The First World War had starkly differentiat-
ed the attitudes of Latvian society toward the 
Christian Church. “In pre-war conditions, in the 
minds of Latvian society, the Church (the Evangel-
ical Lutheran Church) was firstly one of the main 
bastions of support for the existing powers-that-
be, and thus a reactionary institution negatively 
disposed toward the people. Reflecting the pre-
vailing moods within society, the policy of Latvia’s 
first governments, albeit indirectly and not specif-
ically, but objectively unequivocally antagonistic 
toward the Church. The agrarian reforms dealt a 

Jēkabs Bīne “Dievs, Māra, Laima” 1931, oil on canvas, 64.5×75 cm



154

Latvian Academy of  Sciences

blow to clergymen and the material status of 
church congregations, but the exclusion of reli-
gious studies from compulsory school teaching 
subjects was greatly restricted by the social sig-
nificance of the Church.” [5]
Religious researcher Agita Misāne believes that, “It 
should be emphasised that in a religious sense, 
dievturība is a radical, even extreme response, be-
cause instead of advocating the Reformation and 
modification of religious traditions and institu-
tions, i.e. Christianity, or their harmonisation with 
ethnic traditions (attempts to ‘Latvianise Christi-
anity’ started concurrently), dievturi proposed their 
complete replacement, offering a completely dif-
ferent religion [6]. At the same time, in studying 
the practical and ideological structure of dievturī-
ba, Misāne concludes that, “In terms of doctrine, 
dievturība is inherently Brastiņš’ creation and, 
occupying the position of supreme leader, he de-
cided all practical matters. Other leading propo-
nents of dievturība such as the artist Jēkabs Bīne, 
publicist and writer Alfrēds Goba, engineer Kārlis 
Bregžis, and the writers Voldemārs Dambergs, Jānis 
Veselis and others were published in dievturi pub-
lications, but the proportion of their publications 
compared with those of Brastiņš, is negligible.” [7] 
Jēkabs Bīne was one of the most prominent artists 
of the inter-war period, who turned his attention 
to creating an idealised depiction of the Latvian 
character and to searching for Latvian identity 
within the legacy of the past. The artist worked 
extensively and actively on the genesis of the folk 
ornament. In studying and discovering the sym-
bolic meaning of ancient signs and ornaments, 
Bīne drew on mythology, archaeological testimo-
nies, historical facts and extensive cultural-histor-
ical comparisons. In his book, Latvian Patterns and 
Signs [8] Valdis Celms mentions that “Jēkabs Bīne’s 
contribution was studying other people’s orna-
ments and their meanings compared with testi-
monies to our patterns.” Bīne believed that my-
thology paved the way to deeper understanding 
of the meaning of the pattern. 
As a dievturis and artist, for Bīne the question of 
the work of art as a vehicle for symbols was im-
portant. With the revival of dievturība, Brastiņš, 
Bīne and other adherents to dievturība com-

menced the translation and definition of ancient 
Latvian patterns and ornaments. In works of art, 
which were created as conduits for the ideas and 
beliefs of dievturi, the symbolic aspect is the most 
important and salient, reflecting the conviction 
that no culture is imaginable without signs and 
symbols. Essentially, every object can be consid-
ered as a symbol of an idea which is linked to this 
object. The greatest meaning of symbols is direct-
ly related to works of art, because they reveal this 
meaning best of all.
Dievturība attracted broad support among repre-
sentatives of the creative professions. Artists, 
writers, literati and cultural workers became diev-
turi or its supporters. During the 1920s–1930s, 
there were several active artists, whose creative 
activity is related to the depiction of conceptual 
essence of Latvian divinity. Individual artists were 
active adherents to and proponents of dievturība 
including Jēkabs Bīne (1895–1955), Ernests 
Brastiņš and sculptor Arvīds Brastiņš (1892–
1942). Others did not express their beliefs vocally, 
but their works clearly depict the basic principles 
of Latvian divinity and Latvian beliefs including 
Ansis Cīrulis (1883–1942), Hilda Vīka (1897–
1963), Alberts Kronenbergs (1887–1958), Jēkabs 
Strazdiņš, Kārlis Sūniņš (1907–1979), and others. 
Artists used the characters of ancient Latvian de-
ities as sources of inspiration in sculpture and 
painting, as well as in book graphic, and in par-
ticular, in applied arts. In sculpture, the ideas of 
dievturība are depicted in the works of Aivars 
Brastiņš, Artūrs Bērnieks, Jānis Plēpis and others. 
In studying the theoretical ideas expressed by diev-
turi and the subject matter depicted in painting, 
one cannot believe that artists sought to illus-
trate the iconography of dievturība in their works. 
Of greater credibility are attempts, based on inter-
pretations of dievturība, to depict characters from 
Latvian legends, folklore and dainas (Latvian folk 
songs). At the same time, one should note that the 
beliefs of dievturība directly rested on this ancient 
legacy. Accordingly, it is seemingly very difficult to 
draw a line, where the depiction of Latvian folk-
lore and legends ends, and where this depiction 
should be interpreted as the religious depiction 
of dievturība. An exception worth mentioning is 
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Jēkabs Bīne’s work God, Māra, Laima in which the 
artist sought to give an iconographical form to and 
depict the pantheon of Latvian deities.
Depiction of the principles of dievturība in Latvian 
painting during the 1920s–1930s cannot be de-
scribed as particularly popular or systematic. Dur-
ing this period, which can be described as a general 
period of searching for a Latvian and national style 
in art, dievturi actively tried to promote their reli-
gious beliefs, using various forms of propaganda. 
Searches for the national identity in art resonated 
with the goals and tasks set by dievturi. An impor-
tant place was occupied by publications of articles 
in the press or individual publications, as well as 
addresses given at events and places where sup-
porters gathered, and attempts to propagate their 
beliefs in their creative work. Studies of ancient his-
tory, research into and definition of ornaments and 
Latvian signs, and their symbolic use was a feature 
of the relevant historical period.
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