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Latvian Academy of Sciences Building
Several prominent examples of Soviet-period architecture have survived in Riga 
including the VEF Palace of Culture, Spilve Airport, Hotel Riga and others but one of the 
most noticeable and typical edifices of the period is the building of the Latvian Academy 
of Sciences situated in the city centre, close to the Central Railway Station. Today it is 
not just an important element of the Riga panorama but also provides us with significant 
historical evidence. The building is a reminder of Latvia’s long subjugation to Soviet 
rule and, regardless of the dramatic historical events, it is recognised as an important 
monument of architecture and art. 

Latvian Academy of 
Sciences building

 Photo: E. Grosmane, 
2009
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The Collective Farmers’ House – a Building for the Working People
The resolution on the construction of the Collective Farmers’ House in Riga was passed 
by the Latvian Communist Party Central Committee (LCP CC) and Cabinet of Ministers 
(CM) on 17 February 1951. The city’s Chief Architect Nikolajs Rendels has mentioned 
the Collective Farmers’ House among the projects to be included in the city’s general plan 
and intended as a dominant accent of the widened Pērnava Street ring. “This building 
will belong to the background of Riga’s silhouette; rising above the towers on the Daugava 
riverbank, it will express the power of the new Riga and its perpetual flourishing”, he 
said in an interview published by the newspaper Literatūra un Māksla in 1951. In the 
early 1950s there were still no skyscrapers in Riga unless we count the church towers of 
Old Riga, and the Collective Farmers’ House was created as the first high-rise building 
in the city panorama. There was a plan to erect other multi-storey buildings along the 
Pērnava Street ring; these would “add new, Soviet features to the traditional silhouette 
of Riga dominated by Old Riga towers, creating an architectonic whole of the old and 
new Riga”, Rendels went on to describe the Collective Farmers’ House as a complex part 
of the territory with greenery, fountains etc.  “All the surroundings will be completely 
reconstructed. Construction of the Collective Farmers’ House and reconstruction of the 
surroundings will be the start and point of departure for rebuilding the entire Moscow 

Upper part of the building. Photo: E. Grosmane, 2009

suburb; this shabby,  working class outskirt will turn into a well arranged, green district 
of Riga”, the Chief Architect of Riga explained. 
The Soviet government granted the house as a gift to all the Baltic republics. Nevertheless, 
the idea for such a building did not emerge for ideological reasons alone; common 
sense financial considerations also played their role. Resources had been accumulated 
in the early 1950s, when the agricultural and dairy co-operative union was abolished 
along with its network, supply warehouses and manufacturing plants during the period 
of collectivisation in the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic (LSSR). Academician Jānis 
Stradiņš wrote in the magazine Latvijas Zinātņu Akadēmijas Vēstis on the 50th anniversary 

Decorative ceramic block on the façade
Photo: E. Grosmane, 2009

Main entrance 
Photo: E. Grosmane, 2009
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of the building: “This is a gift not from Moscow, but an unwanted gift from Latvian 
peasants to the Academy of Sciences”. The idea of a centre of agricultural research whose 
architecture would reflect the might of the socialist system gained the most support. 
Thus the building was named the Collective Farmers’ House. The initial idea for a public 
building where collective farmers could relax and receive education was never realised. 
The construction site was chosen in the trade district enclosed by Gogoļa, Turgeņeva, 
Elijas and Puškina streets. A two-storey wooden, Classicist building – the so-called 
Russian Merchants’ Yard stood on the perimeter of this territory. It was built when the 
Riga suburb had been burnt down in 1812 in expectation of the French troops advancing 
from Russia. The building was among the most typical examples of Russian Classicism 
and had already in the 1950s been included in the list of state-protected monuments. 
This territory may have belonged to the family of the famous sculptor Vera Mukhina but 
no evidence of this has been found. 
The LSSR Academy of Sciences took over the building only in 1958, financing the 
last phase of its construction and occupying to the present day as an institution of 
independent Latvia. Architect Vaidelotis Apsītis, one of the co-authors of the project, 
later admitted that these premises were not really suitable for a scientific institution, 
as technological reconstruction cannot secure optimal working conditions for neither 

Project sketch. Authors: B. Nesteryuk, O. Tīlmanis. 1st half of the 1950s 
Photo: Latvian Museum of Architecture

institutes nor the governing body of the Academy.
The building came into use gradually from 1958 to 1960, as the limited finances did not 
allow its completion by 1958 as originally planned. In 1960 the Board of Construction 
announced that the estimated final costs were 26,751,497.50 roubles. Interesting 
to note is Academy of Sciences manager Vitālijs Kozlovskis’ suggestion that the year 
of the building’s completion is evidenced by an empty bottle of vodka, found under 
the dismantled LSSR emblem; the bottle contained a rolled up piece of paper with an 
inscription made by a carpenter’s pencil that two bottles of vodka had been drunk to 
celebrate the completion of the building.  

Project sketches. Author: O. Tīlmanis 
1st half of the 1950s

Photo: Latvian Museum of 
Architecture
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Ideas and the history of the project
Initially the Ministry of Agriculture was responsible for the construction of the building. 
A board of construction was created for this purpose, headed by structural engineer K. 
Stepiņš. He was an experienced specialist active in the field during Latvia’s first period 
of independence. A competition for the best project was announced in which several 
noted Riga architects participated, such as Osvalds Tīlmanis, Kārlis Plūksne, Vladimir 
Shnitnikov, Boris Nesteryuk and others. Literatūra un Māksla wrote in April 1951 that 
“one project in two versions was submitted by architects Osvalds Tīlmanis and Boris 
Nesteryuk. Another, also in two versions, was designed by the team of Republican 
Workshops of Architecture Planning, including architects E. Budže, B. Vilboa, K. Glūde, 
K. Plūksne, R. Putāns, V. Ramans, P. Seļeckis, V. Shnitnikov”. Finally, Osvalds Tīlmanis 
was approved as the Project Director and the working team consisted of Vaidelotis 
Apsītis, Nikolajs Akmens, E. Jēkabsons and engineer A. Gusev (other sources also 
mention Kārlis Plūksne, Vladmir Shnitnikov and structural engineer M. Shpektorov). 

Project sketch. Author: O. Tīlmanis. 1st half of the 1950s 
Photo: Latvian Museum of Architecture

The building project had to include a conference hall for 1200 visitors, an education 
complex for 1500 persons and a hotel for 300 guests. The Collective Farmers’ House was 
among the buildings that caused wide debate in the 1950s and architects submitted several 
project versions. One of them, co-authored by Boris Nesteryuk and Osvalds Tīlmanis, 
laid emphasis on horizontality in the dimensions of the Academy, arcade imitations and 
pilaster rows creating an image similar to a Classicist temple. Another version has a 
divided building dominated by a vertical, bulky tower beside a flattened body with a 
dome-shaped covering in the middle and some decorative order elements on the façade.   
Several designs by architect Osvalds Tīlmanis have survived; he paid much attention 
not just to the building’s image but also to the nearby surroundings as well, such as a 

Architect O. Tīlmanis with the 
project sketch of the building 
The 1950s
Photo: Latvian Museum of 
Architecture

Architect O. Tīlmanis and the 
working team with the model of 

the building. The 1950s
Photo: Latvian Museum of 

Architecture
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fountain and greenery in front of the main façade, sculptural groups etc. These sketches 
reveal Tīlmanis as a creative personality who valued the artistic qualities of a project. 
One should note that the principles of Stalinist architecture coined in Moscow did not 
preclude Tīlmanis’ expressions of individual style and formal experiments. The balance 
of proportions was derived from the art of different epochs – from Ancient Greece and 
Rome to European Baroque and Latvian farmstead, skilfully merging these influences 
into a building designed to symbolise the political tenets of the time. 
Construction of the Academy of Sciences using pre-cast reinforced concrete was a first 
for the USSR. Structural engineers in Riga were still rather inexperienced in this method. 
A. Gusev was appointed Chief Engineer and other outstanding structural engineers who 
took part in the project design included J. Slavnov, V. Lisovskis, I. Placis and others. 

Professor and Academician Vyacheslav Oltarzhevsky, a famous Russian architect who 
had taken part in high-rise building construction not just in Moscow but also in the 
USA, was invited to assist with conformation to the standards set in Moscow. Voldemārs 
Apsītis described the work on the project in a letter found in the Latvian Museum of 
Architecture; Apsītis and Project Director Osvalds Tīlmanis were sent to Moscow “to 
perfect their skills in Socialist Realism”: “(..) There was much erasing, correction, erasing 
again. The overall form had to be elongated. Tapering of the upper storeys was achieved 
through a curve resembling a hyperbola. Another storey was needed for this. And there 
was the star, an essential feature. Then we came to “dressing up” the building. The corners 
were topped with larger or smaller architectonic decors. New versions appeared from the 
Academician’s hand. (..) It is hard to say if the project was improved in the end. Anyway, 

Interior sketches. Author: O. Tīlmanis
Photo: Latvian Museum of Architecture
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it was changed. When we returned to Riga, it was completed. Of course, there were no 
further obstacles to the process, neither in Riga nor in Moscow.” The building of the 
Academy of Sciences is constructed after Moscow skyscrapers – they are almost identical 
in regard to form and planning. Examples are administrative buildings on Lermontov 
Square (architects Alexander Dushkin, Boris Mezentsev, 1948–1953) and Smolensk 
Square (architects Vladimir Gelfreik, M. Minus, 1948–1952), the Lomonosov Moscow 
State University (architect Lev Rudnyev etc, 1949–1953) and the Palace of Culture and 
Science in Warsaw (architect Lev Rudnyev). It should be said that the Latvian Academy 
of Sciences not only reflects ideological ambitions but also demonstrates a successful 
architectonic solution adapted to the local specificity and urban surroundings. Osvalds 
Tīlmanis’ talent shows in the balanced overall forms and variety of detail.

 
Plan of the building and its place in the silhouette of Riga
The Collective Farmers’ House observes the principle of communist ideology that 
architecture should be national in form and socialist in content. Although impossible 
to formulate clearly, one can state it has been convincingly embodied in the Academy 
of Sciences building. The Collective Farmers’ House had to be huge, expressive and 

View of the Russian Merchants’ Yard before the construction of Academy of Sciences
Photo: The Museum of the History of Riga and Navigation

unmistakably dominant in the urban space. The plan of the building is T-shaped and 
its profile reminiscent of a ziggurat. More than 20 storeys are divided into four parts: 
the first, lower volume is extended by wings and consists of three storeys; the second 
body consists of ten storeys and stands as the most massive part; the upper divisions 
diminish rapidly, creating two smaller volumes. The edifice is topped by a Baroque-
style tower, coinciding with St. Peter’s Church tower in the city panorama. The Soviet 
symbols – sickle and hammer – were essential, elegantly crowning the building’s vertical 
composition. The symmetrical axis is already emphasised at the ground floor level 
by the slightly protruding portico of the main façade; it has a vertical tendency and 
relates to the overall appearance. The symmetrical planning shows in the amphitheatre-
shaped conference hall, placed on one axis with the wide vestibule, small lecture hall 
and perfectly symmetrical accommodation in the wings. The pyramidal, Baroque spire 
coincides with the Old Riga silhouette from any standpoint. The skyscraper fits in with 
the Riga centre planning quite successfully, as it complements the asymmetrical Old 
Riga view from Ķīpsala that lacked a vertical accent on the right. Possibly, in the future 
it will enter into a dialogue with the emerging high-rise buildings on the opposite bank 
of the River Daugava.   

Collective Farmers’ House in the building process. The 1950s 
Photo: Latvian Museum of Architecture
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The Savelyev family brigade during the construction. 1954 
Photo: Latvian State Archive of Audiovisual Documents

Masters of finish: I. Yemelyanov (to the right) and P. Kuncendorfs (to the left). 1955 
Photo: Latvian State Archive of Audiovisual Documents

The Academy of Sciences building in Riga – an outstanding example 
of Stalinist architecture
The Latvian Academy of Sciences building is one of the most notable examples of Stalinist 
architecture, combining national motifs with those of socialist propaganda in high-
quality artefacts. The building is a typical Stalinist construction – representative, with a 
symmetrical spatial composition and complying with Soviet architectural principles. The 
slightly scornful term “Stalinist Baroque” refers to the artistic solution of the building 
that comes close to the application of Baroque principles: densely packed décor and 
ornamentation, starting with the ceramic boarding on the façade, metalwork, many 
small towers, and broken horizontals/verticals of cornices, and ending with luxurious 
chandeliers, decorative wall finish, reliefs etc. There are, in addition, references to other 
historical styles, such as Classicism and Gothic (considering the upward composition 
observed in details as well), synthesised with Latvian ethnographic and folk motifs. Apart 
from historical quotations, the architecture of the building features well-considered 
composition and there is much to be admired in the high quality of craftsmanship, 

Large conference hall. Photo: J. Brencis, 2008
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Large conference hall. Chandeliers. Photo: J. Brencis, 2008

Sketch of the large conference hall. 
Author: O. Tīlmanis. 

Photo: Latvian Museum of Architecture 
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constructive discoveries and brilliant manifestations of the style of the epoch. Many 
of the decorative items were made by professional craftsmen who had inherited their 
secrets from the period of Latvia’s independence. Speaking of the masters involved in 
construction, project co-author Vaidelotis Apsītis has mentioned the Savelyev family 
as one of the most prominent; they included plasterers, bricklayers, carpenters and 
decorators. The Savelyev family had their roots in Latgale and brought their skills from 
this eastern region of Latvia. 
Sculptors Ļevs Bukovskis and K. Griņevičs from the “Māksla” factory also took part in 
the building of the Academy of Sciences. The walls of the large and small conference 
halls were decorated with reliefs by Bukovskis who portrayed scientists from agriculture 
and cultural figures (Dmitry Mendeleyev, Friedrich Zander, Mikhail Lomonosov, 
Charles Darwin, Latvian linguist Jānis Endzelīns, writer Andrejs Upīts etc.); in 1992, 
after the restoration of independence, they were removed from the walls. The carving 
of the wood wall panels and doors etc. was carried out by the artist Voldemārs Tiltiņš 
but metalwork was done by Haims Risins. In the large hall, there was a plan to create 
a painted dome by Elerts Treilons but this was not realised. Wrought iron latticework 
in the main entrance door testifies to the ancient traditions of the blacksmith’s art.  
Decorative blocks of ceramic cladding featuring a round flower was used all over the 

Part of the small hall interior. Photo: J. Brencis, 2008

Entrance vestibule. Photo: Heritage Documentation Centre of the State Inspectorate for Heritage 
Protection

Vestibule and cloakroom. Photo: Archive of State Inspectorate for Culture Heritage Protection 
Monument documentation centre
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façade and elements that were somewhat ethnographic yet at the same time resembling 
the Classicist rosette, were brought from the Kudinov Ceramic Factory in Moscow. 
Chair making from chrome plated tubes was a complex, innovative practice in the local 
context. Spectacular chandeliers, different in each room, have survived till today in very 
good condition; there is a saying that each of them cost at least as much as the famous 
Soviet car “Volga”. 

Council hall of the Academy 
Photo: E. Grosmane, 2009 Second storey vestibule

Photo: E. Grosmane, 2009
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