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When I was growing up in Riga, I used to dislike the Central Market. I remember it being 

crowded, busy, and strong-smelling. In my memories, it was always dark and cold, it was raining 

or snowing, and the bags of vegetables were heavy on the way home. The time was early nineties, 

I was in high-school, and my parents had reached the lowest point in our family’s post-1990 

poverty. We were shopping at the Central Market for the basic groceries because of the lowest 

price. A trip to the Central Market was a very sad chore. Quite a lot has changed since then. 

Sadly, my parents have passed away, never really recovered from the despair and depression that 

the early nineties brought into our lives. On a happier note, now I have a family of my own, I no 

longer live in Riga, and I have a choice where to shop. The cultural context of visiting a market in 

general has changed. For many, the modern supermarket and the internet have taken smells, 

stinks, and other visceral experiences out of everyday shopping. For many others, not any more 

the lowest price, but rather a habit is among the reasons to frequent a market. For urban 

millennials and hipsters across the world, a “farmers’ market” per se has become a favorite 

hangout location and shopping destination. Thus, for the younger generations the market has 

become more of a touristy landmark. For those who are free from bitter memories, the Central 

Market is an “exotic” location where to bring the city’s visitors, along the medieval Old Town of 

Riga and fin-de-siècle Art Nouveau district.  

Some aspects of what makes the Riga Central Market so special can be glimpsed in Māra 

Brašmane’s photographs. Brašmane has photographed the market since the sixties. Her 

photographs witness an alternative twentieth-century history of Riga and Latvia. This history is 



2 

alternative because it is an everyman’s history, told through regular people’s habits of grocery 

shopping—one of the most mundane everyday activities. The mainstream history books consist 

of decisive, significant events, remarkable individuals and their heroic acts, and clashes between 

classes, parties, and governments. Brašmane’s photographs of the Central Market, meanwhile, 

offer another kind of history. It is written through the nondescript elements of everyday life that 

otherwise would have been forgotten.  

The Central Market in these photographs functions as a mirror of society through the 

decades. Although the photographs cover a time period since the sixties until now, the images 

bring us back even further in time—back to the history of the first Republic of Latvia (1918-

1940). That was the time when the prominent pavilions of the Central Market were built. Then 

images lead us through three decades of the Soviet years—the sixties, seventies, and eighties. 

Some images are taken during the chaotic time surrounding the restoration of Latvia’s 

independence in 1990. For many, this was the time of the deepest economic crisis and general 

confusion and desperation, and there is no better place to observe that than at a marketplace. 

Finally, a group of images can be identified as post-1990. Some of them are black-and-white, 

some others—color, thus making a precise temporal identification trickier. But time never seems 

to be linear in these images. Often it appears that several historical eras overlap and coexist. To a 

today’s viewer, this temporal confusion is a challenge, an invitation to play a game by guessing 

the decade from people’s clothing or commodities on sale, from the cars in the background or the 

design and language of the signs and billboards.  

One of outstanding uniting features is the fact that only a few people in these photographs 

are smiling or laughing. Worried or indifferent looks are more common. It seems that the Central 

Market has never been an especially happy place. It has not been a place that one would call 

poetic or romantic either. Instead, certain sadness permeates the majority of the images. The 

photographs depict mostly middle-aged or elderly people. Of course, there are some children and 

youths as well, but they clearly are minorities here. All in all, the Riga Central Market has never 
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been a place that brings joy. But it has always quite truthfully reflected the mood and character of 

the society. Let us look at this reflection as it is captured in Māra Brašmane’s photographs.  

The present selection of Brašmane’s photographs also conveys a particular aesthetic of 

the everyday. In terms of visual style, this group of photographs belongs to a larger, international 

trend of postwar humanist photography. This trend consists of straight, documentary images that 

focus on ordinary people and their everyday lives. If we would like to locate this aesthetic of the 

everyday on a map of postwar documentary photography, we would find ourselves somewhere 

between W. Eugene Smith’s Pittsburgh project (1955) and Robert Doisneau’s series on lovers in 

Paris, of which the most well-known image is The Kiss by the Hôtel de Ville (1950). Smith’s 

Pittsburgh series is a harsh and politically engaged exploration of the hardships imposed onto the 

industrial working class. Although it is not possible to draw direct parallels between the ways 

“working class” was defined in American and Soviet society, Brašmane’s Central Market 

photographs from the sixties and seventies no doubt focus on people who are working hard to 

earn their living, either they are sellers or buyers at the market. But, unlike Smith’s, Brašmane’s 

photographs are not intended as an urgent call to political action. People at the market are 

observed in a quite romanticized manner. This aspect puts these images in a relationship to the 

legacy of Doisneau and other French humanist photographers of the postwar era such as Willy 

Ronis or Édouard Boubat. They were the ones who demonstrated to the world that beauty, 

romanticism, and sincerity can be found in the everyday life—in the city streets and among 

ordinary passers-by. Yet, unlike Doisneau, who intentionally staged his “lovers” in picturesque 

Parisian spots, Brašmane’s market photographs remain true to life as it evolves in front of her 

camera. Hers is more authentic, wandering gaze that stops at some scenes, but does not force 

them into a master narrative.  

In addition to that, Brašmane’s work has some particular stylistic elements. Most of the 

images are not confrontational, i.e. they do not depict people’s faces frontally, and the people are 

not making a direct eye contact with the camera. Instead, the images are observational—people 
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are observed from a respectful distance. Furthermore, characteristic to these images is a kind of 

stealth method of documenting everyday life. Close-ups are rare. Individuals and groups of 

people are most typically seen from the back or side. Even when some faces are clearly visible, in 

general these images suggest that these people did not realize that they were photographed. The 

impression is that they were not aware of the camera’s presence. Such an approach emphasizes 

the authenticity of the captured scenes. As for the scenes themselves, they convey the smooth 

flow of everyday life, captured in the very essence of its mundaneness and bleakness. Most of the 

time, nothing extraordinary happens, neither dramatic nor anecdotal. Instead, the selected 

photographs capture part of the everydayness which otherwise would go by unnoticed and 

undocumented, even though this is the condition that makes up the largest part of our lives. This 

aspect makes up one the greatest historical significance of these images.   

Brašmane’s approach to the subject has remained similar through the years, while the 

subject itself—people at the Riga Central Market—change dramatically. These photographs 

perfectly demonstrate these changes. Let us trace some of the indicators of time that we can catch 

in these images and see what they can tell us about the society of Riga and Latvia. Mainstream 

histories of the sixties, for example, emphasize the stalemate of Cold War and the constant 

comparison and competition between the US and the USSR. Latvia as part of the USSR at that 

time was also part of this ideological rhetoric, as far as the official discourse was concerned. The 

newspapers on a regular basis criticized the US for imperialism, racism, and even Pop art. For 

example, a brief article in the newspaper Padomju Jaunatne (Soviet Youth) some time in the 

sixties ridiculed Andy Warhol as the worst propagator of Pop art—“art of the fools” (although, as 

typical for the Soviet press, without reproducing a single work).  

Yet, from today’s perspective, the cultural similarities between the two countries are 

more surprising. “What's great about this country is that America started the tradition where the 

richest consumers buy essentially the same things as the poorest,” wrote Andy Warhol in The 

Philosophy of Andy Warhol: (From A to B and Back Again) (1975). He claimed, “the President 
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drinks Coke, Liz Taylor drinks Coke, and just think, you can drink Coke, too. A Coke is a Coke 

and no amount of money can get you a better Coke than the one the bum on the corner is 

drinking.” Of course, there was no Coke in the USSR. But, arguably, the richest had to buy the 

same groceries as the poorest, and often at the same location—the Riga Central Market. A visit to 

the Central Market in Soviet Latvia could serve as an analogy to drinking Coke in the US. The 

market worked as the great equalizer—no matter who you are, you went there to buy fresh 

produce, dairy, meats, and fish. Even if you were a famous actress or artist, no amount of money 

could get you a better Central Market experience than the one the “bum on the corner” was 

having.  

In Brašmane’s photographs, time visibly collapses, pointing to the coexistence of quite 

different, albeit parallel cultural realities. In mainstream histories, the late sixties and early 

seventies was the time of the student revolutions and the general revolt of the young, of 

Woodstock and rock ‘n’ roll, of bell-bottom jeans, “flower power,” and liberation of everything. 

No doubt, many young people in Riga at that time were very well aware of all this, despite the 

Soviet Union’s closed borders. In many aspects, they lived in the same cultural environment as 

their peers in the West—watched the same movies, listened to the same music, liked the same 

fashion, and read the same books. This was the time when young artists made shocking fashion 

statements by sporting long hair and beards, hippie-style clothing, and flower wreaths in the 

streets of Riga—all of this also happens to be well documented by Māra Brašmane (see, for 

example, her sold-out and out-of-print photo book The City of My Youth (Riga: Neputns, 2005)).  

Yet, at the same time, the late sixties and early seventies was also the time of elderly 

women in plaid headscarves and elderly men in rabbit-fur trapper hats. Such women and men 

populate most of Brašmane’s market photographs. They had come from deep countryside to the 

Central Market to sell small bunches of budding willow branches in early spring or potatoes, 

carrots, and apples in the fall. These elderly women and men inhabited the same time and place as 

the mods, hippies, and other stylish youngsters of Riga, although it seems that they represent a 
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completely different time and culture. They, in fact, were the parents and grandparents of the 

generation who demonstrated their disobedience so conspicuously with their jeans, attitude, and 

hairstyles. Although these photographs do not depict any obvious moment of revolt or 

confrontation, they have captured the coexistence of traditional and modern. In addition to the 

generation gap, there is the divide between the urban and rural culture. The market, no doubt, was 

one of the few places where an encounter between these different cultures could be observed in 

their natural state.  

Another telling sign of the historical reality is the bilingual—Latvian and Russian—signs 

that appear in a few images, like the one on a kiosk advertising its goods: “Galantērija / Pulksteņi 

/ Галантерея / Часы” (haberdashery / watches). Such an arrangement is a sign the Soviet policy 

of russification in all non-Russian republics. Russian was imposed as the mandatory second 

language—the lingua franca of the USSR. During the Latvian national awakening movement in 

the late eighties, the bilingual signage became one of the most obvious targets of outrage, along 

the ubiquitous Lenin statues. Today’s history textbooks will tell about the demolition of these 

statues in Riga and other cities and towns, yet Brašmane’s photographs tell about the subtler ways 

in which culture undergoes changes on a more everyday level. In her market photographs, we can 

see how the Latvian/Russian signs were soon exchanged for Latvian/English signs in the early 

nineties. Signage such as “Hot Bread/Juicy Meat” on one of the small pavilion structures is a 

perfect example of this process.  

Finally, during the Soviet period, the Central Market itself was an extremely visible sign 

of a past that the Sovietization aimed to eradicate. In general, the first Republic (1918-1940) and 

its cultural, artistic, and economic accomplishments were prohibited from being discussed in the 

official public discourse. This historical period was the time of “bourgeois” culture, the antithesis 

of the Soviet ideology. Nostalgia for the first Republic could be treated as treason. This 

“bourgeois” past could be referenced only in criticism or parody—as, for example, in the highly 

popular comedy Ceplis (1972, directed by Rolands Kalniņš). Of course, many of those who came 
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of age in the sixties, knew about Latvian art and literature of the twenties and early thirties. They 

had learnt about it from books and magazines of this time that had miraculously survived the 

Soviet occupation and the Stalin’s rule, they heard about it from their parents and grandparents. 

But this culture was supposed to disappear from the shared public space. Streets had been 

renamed, history textbooks re-written, many buildings repurposed. The Riga Central Market, 

however, stood in the very center of the city as a proud monument to the accomplishments of the 

first Republic. Its five monumental pavilions, built between 1924 and 1930, exemplify the most 

modern and advanced design and architecture of interwar Europe. At the time of its opening in 

1930, the Riga Central Market was arguably among Europe’s largest, most convenient, 

comfortable, and hygienic marketplaces. The only thing that the Soviet occupation government 

could do in order to cut the ties with the forbidden memories of independence was to rename it. 

Now it was called the “Central Kolkhoz Market,” where the inserted word “kolkhoz” was 

supposed to work as a symbol of Soviet economy. But for many individuals in the photographs 

from the sixties and seventies, especially those of the older generation, the Central Market 

remained a nostalgic souvenir of the independence years and the country’s lost economic and 

cultural prosperity.  

The radical changes that Latvia’s society underwent over time are perfectly captured 

through nuances in the material culture. In the photographs from the eighties and early nineties, 

men’s felt or fur hats from the earlier images disappear, and are replaced by the ubiquitous 

knitted ski-cap. Men no longer wear proper coats, as in the images from the sixties, but shapeless 

parkas or short puffer jackets—as if suddenly all men have turned from gentlemen into thugs. 

This shift reflects the general trend toward more casual outfits as well as the economic and 

political confusion in Latvia—the lumpenization of people’s clothing points to the influx of 

humanitarian aid clothing from the West, which contained mostly cheap and low quality second-

hand sports and casual apparel. Many had to wear whatever they could get their hands on, not 

what they liked. The wares to be sold also have changed—now the focus is not so much on home-
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grown produce or hand-picked berries and mushrooms, but the much-desired manufactured 

household goods, such as white-enameled metallic cookware, sold right out of the back of a truck.  

Especially sad are the photographs that depict the flea market on the outskirts of the 

Central Market proper. These images document that side of the early nineties that you won’t find 

in the history textbooks. No doubt, the first decade of the independent Latvia brought freedom 

and opportunity. But at the same time, large groups of people were totally lost in the recently 

introduced Wild West-style capitalism which brought radical currency reform, privatization, and 

massive unemployment. Middle-aged and elderly people were hit the hardest: they lost their 

savings, their jobs and their income, and overnight their professions and skills had become 

useless in the new market economy. Many were able to adapt to the new economy and found 

ways to make a living. Many others, however, remained helpless. The photographs from the flea 

market show some of these people. Every day, they brought their household items, books, 

clothes, and all kinds of random stuff to the flea market, hoping to exchange it for some cash. The 

items are often laid on the ground, right next to large puddles of rainwater and mud.  

The more recent color photographs make up a distinct group. The Central Market in these 

images appears less crowded. There are a few people—women and men in puffer coats. Again, an 

elderly generation prevails. All kinds of attempts to harness and civilize the marketplace come to 

the foreground in these images. There is a new, modern glass-walled shelter at a tramway stop, 

there are new materials such as corrugated steel and white plastic. All these elements are put to 

the service of establishing a kind of “modern” law and order here. However, the absence of 

people in most photographs create an eerie feeling, like we are looking at ruins of an extinct 

culture. It has to be noted that this is the photographer’s conscious choice, as there are other areas 

of the market that are typically crowded and bustling with activity.  

Māra Brašmane’s Central Market photographs point to one more aspect where linear time 

collapses. Most of the images from the sixties and seventies were not exhibited or published at 

the time of their making. Their first major public appearance was in the late nineties and early 
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two-thousands when Brašmane’s documentary work was recognized, exhibited, and published. 

Some of these images are included in her photo book The City of My Youth. This fact reveals a 

shift in the understanding of the role of creative photography in Latvia. The Central Market, 

along with other everyday life topics, was among Brašmane’s favorite subjects in the sixties and 

seventies. But at that time, there was no formal public space for such images in Soviet Latvia. 

Photographers either worked on professional assignments for the press, or made fine art prints—

photographic art for exhibiting in photo club exhibitions. Brašmane’s self-commissioned 

documentary photographs were not exhibited in the sixties and seventies because they did not fit 

in neither of these categories. Her interest in observing everyday life was antithetical to 

photojournalists’ narrative work as well as to the then established understanding of photographic 

art, which was dominated by aestheticized, formally sophisticated images. Critics and historians 

began to recognize the value of straight, documentary photographs only much later, in the late 

nineties. That was the time when Brašmane’s (and several other photographers’) archives were 

revisited, and their previously overlooked documentary work—discovered and published.  

Brašmane’s photographs of the Central Market visualize a cultural memory of several 

generations. All that happened there is a part of the history of Latvia that you cannot find in 

history textbooks. These images tell the history of the everyday life. Such history is, no doubt, 

shaped by larger political, economic, and social shifts, but it also remains highly personal and 

subjective. In such a history, the past is always present.  

 

 

 


