
“Art appears when what is made feels as if 
there is a profound misunderstanding at 
the heart of what it is, as if it were made 
with the wrong use in mind, or the wrong 
idea about what it is capable of, or simply 
the wrong set of assumptions about what 
it means to fully function in the world.”¹

Paul Chan 

 North by Northeast presents new works by two Latvian contemporary 
artists, Kaspars Podnieks and Krišs Salmanis. Both works can be misleading 
in their seemingly one-liner appearance. A tree and a series of black-and-white 
photographic portraits of farmers – a simple case of what you see is what you get? 
I would like to argue that it is rather the opposite – you are supposed to get what 
you actually do not see. 
 Latvian contemporary art is essentially a misunderstanding, an exception, 
or possibly a miracle. There is no tangible economic basis for the luxurious 
superstructure in this economically troubled country without a tradition of 
private funding for the arts. The audience for contemporary art is very limited, 
consisting of a tiny, economically, socially, and politically rather disenfranchised 
community of artists, art critics, and their families and friends. Besides, the long 
history of Soviet rule in Latvia developed a strong antipathy towards politically or 
socially explicit art. With a backdrop of highly politicized mass communication 
and visual culture, and ideologically charged official art, anything apolitical was 
seen as an escape, as a source of pleasure, sometimes even as a form of resistance. 
Speaking and reading between the lines was the major rhetorical strategy adapted 
by almost all social strata, equally employed in casual everyday conversations as 
well as in visual art, poetry, literature, and theater. The legacy of these generations 
is still very much present, therefore one would not expect a Latvian contemporary 

artist to be openly Marxist, anarchist, or any 
other sort of social revolutionary. 
  Avoiding confrontation with 
the dominant ideology and avoiding direct 
criticism are typical elements of Latvian 
contemporary art. Artists, within their 
work, most often choose to ignore their 
local history and art history (including the 
Soviet period) and avoid openly discussing 
recent cultural or social heritage². Also art 
historians are only hesitatingly starting to 
analyze the Soviet period from a theoretical 
perspective. Lack of proper methodology 
and temporal closeness to the processes in 
question are just some of the major obstacles 
in confronting the recent past.³ Therefore 

 1
Paul Chan, “A Lawless Proposition”, E-Flux Journal, no. 30 (2011), p.3.
 2
However, there are exceptions, and among the most visible Latvian 
artists dealing with political and historical content are Leonards 
Laganovskis and Arnis Balčus.
 3
As truly breakthrough publications in regards to reevaluating the Soviet 
past, several major writings by Latvian-American art historian Mark 
Allen Svede should be mentioned, such as:  Mark Allen Svede, "On the 
Verge of Snapping: Latvian Nonconformist Artists and Photography," in 
Beyond Memory: Soviet Nonconformist Photography and Photo-Related 
Works of Art, ed. Diane Neumaier (New Brunswick, N.J., and London: 
Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum, Rutgers University Press, 2004). 
Recently new scholarship has emerged also locally, see, for instance, Ieva 
Astahovska, ed. Recuperating the Invisible Past (Riga: Latvian Centre for 
Contemporary Art, 2012). Yet I would argue that a direct application 
of art historical methods borrowed from the west is problematic. See: 
Alise Tifentale, “The Situation Is Hopeful: Another Step Towards 
a New History of Art of the Soviet Period,” Studija 88, no. 1 (2013). 
These issues have been addressed more thoroughly in recent Lithuanian 
scholarship. See, for instance, Skaidra Trilupaityte, “Totalitarianism and 
the Problem of Soviet Art Evaluation: The Lithuanian Case,” Studies in 
East European Thought 59, no. 4 (2007).

A
l
i
s
e

T
i
f
e
n
t
a
l
e *



19

I would agree with art historian and curator Ieva Kulakova, who has concluded 
that “detachment from socio-political realities is characteristic not only of official 
Latvian art institutions, but of Latvian contemporary art in general.”⁴  
 There is no reason to critique the contemporary art market, as it is 
virtually non-existent outside of painting. No reason for an institutional critique 
either, as one might rather feel pity towards the poorly funded and powerless art 
museums that are struggling for their existence. Similarly, there are no repressive or 
overtly reactionary arts education institutions to revolt against. Almost all visible 
Latvian contemporary artists whose careers have started in the late 1990s and early 
2000s, including Podnieks and Salmanis, are alumni of the Visual Communication 
department at the Art Academy of Latvia. One school, and a single major father 
figure: the highly influential artist Ojārs Pētersons, Ojārs-le-Monochrome of the 
Latvian post-Soviet art scene. However, even if there is no tradition of politically 
active avant-garde art in Latvia, some of the collective memories and worries of a 
deeply traumatized society manifest themselves indirectly. The history is present, 
even if we have chosen not to talk about it.

 Animating the inanimate 
 Salmanis’s work can be viewed in the light of countless new insights into 
the seemingly inanimate world of things, from the so-called thing theory brought 
about through the writings of anthropologist Arjun Appadurai and philosophers 
Bill Brown, Bruno Latour, Graham Harman, Quentin Meillassoux, and many 
others.⁵ They openly declare what we have always known but have forgotten – 
that things can have lives of their own, that they have agency and can exercise 
certain powers over humans. Bill Brown asks the relevant question: “how [do] 
inanimate objects constitute human subjects”?⁶ The most intriguing moment for 
thing theorists comes when a thing appears to oscillate between being opaque, 
incomprehensible, and mysterious, and at the same time transparent, readable, and 
useful. “On the one hand, then, the thing baldly encountered. On the other, some 
thing not quite apprehended,” as Brown puts it.⁷ According to Brown, “we begin 
to confront the thingness of objects when they stop working for us,” thus shifting 
somewhere “behind the grid of intelligibility,” within a realm of thingness.⁸ In the 
case of Salmanis, the artist mobilizes this oscillation, dislocating a tree from its 
original environment and assigning to it a new and unexpected task – to be a work 
of art. It is simultaneously a thing with its own life and agency, and a passive vessel 
for the artist’s idea. 
 Michael Fried used a term “objecthood” to discuss the Minimalist 
sculpture: “The meaning in this context of 
“the condition of non-art” is what I have 
been calling objecthood. It is as though 
objecthood alone can, in the present 
circumstances, secure something's identity, 
if not as non-art, at least as neither painting 
nor sculpture; or as though a work of art – 
more accurately, a work of modernist pain-
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ting or sculpture – were in some essential respect not an object.”⁹ Minimalist 
sculptures by Robert Morris, Sol LeWitt, Donald Judd, and Carl Andre still 
inspire the contemplation on thingness or objecthood; visiting the Museum of 
Modern Art, for instance, one can accidentally bump into Andre’s breathtaking 
Equivalent V (1966-69), a neat and unnoticeable arrangement of ordinary bricks 
on the floor, which obviously cannot be mistaken for “just” an arrangement of 
bricks. Of course, materiality (or thingness) was explored in postwar art before the 
radical Minimalist practices as well, but the Minimalists introduced the associated 
coolness and detachment (Fried’s objecthood). For example, the stitched burlap 
sacks in Alberto Burri’s paintings of the late 1940s often are perceived as references 
to a wounded human body. Burlap functioned as a semantically charged thing (not 
object), something that stood in for a human, as wounded and stitched human 
skin. “All materials had a life of their own, Burri saw, and the artist’s role was to 
work with those organic processes and fields of energy,”¹⁰ as Carolyn Christov-
Bakargiev noted. The Arte Povera artists explored a completely different approach 
to the eventual thingness of things. Giuseppe Penone, whose preoccupation with 
nature is especially close to Salmanis’s work, once declared: “I think all inanimate 
things desire contact with the beings that are normally considered living. Their 
desire is endless.”¹¹  
 Salmanis’s work has an air of Minimalist detachment as well as mysterious 
physical or even bodily connotations evocative of Arte Povera works. The tree 
as something primeval, uncultured, and raw is reminiscent of the “explicitly 
antitechnological stance” of artists like Jannis Kounellis whose famous 12 Cavalli 
(12 Horses, 1968), according to Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, produced “the shock 
of the reappearance of nature within the spaces of acculturation.”¹² Furthermore, 
Buchloh emphasizes the “artisanal connection to the primitive” and asserts that 
“one of the paradoxes of Arte Povera, perhaps intentional, is its attempt to mobilize 
the revolutionary potential of outdated and thus antimodernist objects, structures, 
materials, processes of production.”¹³ In addition, I find Carolyn Christov-
Bakargiev’s presentation of Arte Povera exceptionally enlightening for the purposes 
of this article, as her argument sheds light on some striking similarities between 
the historical, geopolitical, and economical situation in postwar Italy and post-
Soviet Latvia. These are essential for reading Salmanis’s and also Podnieks’s work: 
“the artists were negotiating between modernism and tradition, while rejecting 

innovation as a value in itself because 
they felt that it expressed a productivist, 
consumerist attitude. The negotiation 
between contemporary experience, shaped 
by the impact of current technology, and 
one’s heritage seems to relate to the interests 
of artists working in various parts of the 
world today who are dealing with issues of 
globalization and cultural identity. Like 
these contemporary artists, the Italian artists 
associated with Arte Povera were working on 
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the margins of the great centers of the art world.”¹⁴ 
 The question of Latvian cultural identity has always been tied to the 
country’s marginal position in the politicized geography of Europe. Salmanis 
has referred to the long saga of searching for the geographical center of Europe, 
its exact location bouncing between Poland, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, and 
Latvia, depending on the applied method. But even more significant shifts have 
taken place during the 20th century in terms of the geopolitical position of Latvia 
itself, thus undermining the self-definition of Latvians and provoking a constant 
insecurity and doubt even on the level of individual identity. Under the Soviet rule, 
Latvia (together with Lithuania and Estonia) was the westernmost borderland 
of the Soviet Union, and became a perfect embodiment of the imaginary West 
for many Soviet citizens. The cultural milieu of the Baltic countries, annexed to 
the Soviet Union after World War II, remained distinctly European, unlike that 
of Russia and the rest of the USSR When traveling abroad for Soviet citizens 
was almost impossible, Latvia and its two Baltic neighbors were considered the 
“inner abroad” and “the products of the Baltic bore the unmistakable stamp of 
the European culture we so desired.”¹⁵ Latvia was marginalized, but mostly in a 
positive way – as a more cultured, more developed region. 
 However, the point of reference radically shifted after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union in 1991, when Latvia regained its independence. Latvia has 
since paradoxically found itself on the north-easternmost border of the European 
Union, and has become an epitome of an equally imaginary Eastern Europe. This 
marginalization has been negatively perceived by Latvians as denigrating, because 
there is not and never has been anything particularly “Eastern” in Latvian culture. 
This radical shift of the imaginary political identity of Latvia creates profound 
confusion for Latvians themselves, and this confusion and instability mani-
fests itself in Salmanis’s work. The tension between location and dislocation, 
triggered by the ideological implications of politicized geography, is expressed 
through displacement and movement. Nature reappears as tortured, dismembe-
red, and disfigured, and artificially made to seem “alive” by a complicated 
mechanism in an almost Kafkaesque manner. The tree is positioned upside down, 
anti-monumental, antiheroic, and dysfunctional as a tree, but functioning as 
a resonant of Foucault’s pendulum, or the more deadly one from Edgar Allan 
Poe’s The Pit and the Pendulum (1842). The uncanny lurks behind it, as it is 
easy to perceive the felled tree as a stand-in for a similarly martyred hu-
man body. 
 The dislocation and movement reproduces uncertainty and insecurity 
very much like in a dream, where usual objects appear in new and impossible 
connections that cannot be adequately verbalized because “dreams obey the laws 
of visual rather than verbal representation, 
because the dreamer regresses from words to 
pictures. As a result, dreams, like primary-
process thinking, are without logic – such 
as “if . . . then” and “either . . . or”; what is ex-
pressed in words in waking life is translated 
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by the dream into concrete, visual form.”¹⁶ This dream-like quality can appear as a 
Surrealist or even Duchampian twist as seen, for instance, in his 1,200 Coal Bags 
Suspended from the Ceiling over a Stove (1938). Salmanis’s exercise in displacement, 
confusion, and juxtaposition evokes also the shadow of Robert Smithson and his 
uprooted trees (1969). This shadow leaves us with a certain amount of melancholy 
in the moment of disorientation and facing the unavoidable void. As Smithson 
himself has said about his uprooted trees (1969), “perhaps they are dislocated 
‘North and South Poles’… poles that have slipped from the geographical moorings 
of the world’s axis.”¹⁷ Besides, Salmanis’s work, like Smithson’s, can be seen as 
responding to the “conventions of the picturesque-sublime – where trees blasted by 
lightning frame many a nineteenth-century landscape painting”¹⁸ (Ron Graziani). 
Suzaan Boettger furthers this idea as she argues for more disturbing allegorical 
readings of Smithson’s trees that could be equally considered when discussing the 
present work by Salmanis, such as “symbols drawing upon the perverse orientation 
of the international nautical sign of distress, and upturned flag” and “Saint Peter’s 
martyrdom on the lumber “tree” of an upturned cross.”¹⁹  
 Yet, the encounter with this “body” in Salmanis’s work is less explicit and 
brutal than that of Kounellis’s live horses or Damien Hirst’s dead sheep, cows, and 
pigs. Salmanis keeps the cool of Minimalism. Trees cannot be hurt, they are not 
alive, they are not like us at all. We can utilize them for our purposes without any 
sense of guilt. In a capitalist economy, timber has become one of the major export 
commodities of present-day Latvia, an easily available source of fast income. If Ai 
Weiwei’s 100 million porcelain sunflower seeds on the floor of Turbine Hall at Tate 
Modern “function as a physical trace of the massive reserves of labor which, more 
than any other factor, have fuelled China's economic boom,”²⁰ Salmanis’s singled 
out tree serves as a trace of the opposite, of the desperate struggle of a very small and 
economically troubled country, fatigued by massive unemployment rates and an 
emigration of its workforce. The removal of one tree hints at the immense removal 
of whole forests in Latvia, where the regular patches of wood felling sites disfigure 
and deform the rural landscape. This untouched, natural landscape has been an 
important element in building the Latvian national identity in the late 19th – early 
20th century, and forest views were a prominent hallmark of paintings by Vilhelms 
Purvītis, a major Latvian painter of the era and founder of the Art Academy of 
Latvia, the alma mater of both Salmanis and Podnieks. Now landscape is most 

often translated into capital. An inversion of 
“up” and “down” and confusion between the 
animate and inanimate complicates issues of 
identity crisis, instability, and sense of loss. 

  “Are they dead?”

  A friend of mine asked this after 
seeing a couple of Podnieks’s photographs. 
“They” are not, yet this question leads 
straight to some relevant issues activated 
by Podnieks’s works. If we are to agree with 
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Roland Barthes, photographic images are always about death anyway. Margaret 
Iversen in her exegesis of Barthes’s Camera Lucida asserts that “a photograph 
weaves together presence and absence, present and past. The nature of the medium 
as an indexical imprint of the object means that any photographed object or person 
has a ghostly, uncanny presence that might be likened to the return of the dead.”²¹ 
Furthermore, photographic portraits as such can be seen as a convenient detour 
for approaching the Lacanian le rien that we cannot confront directly, that we 
cannot talk or think about straightforwardly. Or, as Iversen has put it, it is “Lacan's 
account of the encounter with the real, which is ultimately an encounter with the 
persistently denied fact of one,s own mortality.”²² 
 Indeed, Podnieks’s photographs might suggest the notorious Victorian 
post-mortem portraits where the recently deceased were carefully propped up in 
order to capture their presence amidst the living one last time. Postures of these 
figures often appear unnatural, not unlike the ones in Podnieks’s photographs, 
after all it is highly unnatural (and physically uncomfortable) for people to find 
themselves balancing on a tiny platform more than five meters above the ground for 
their picture to be taken. It is not even possible to talk about posing as “putting on 
a look drawn from the repertoire of images.”²³ Rather the somehow unnatural and 
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restrained pose is determined by the setup, 
leaving little room for self-expression of 
poses. This extraordinary bodily experience 
leads to an altered state of consciousness 
and a certain tension reflected in the faces 



and bodies of the farmers, an air of intensified concentration that contributes to the 
overall uncanny effect of the photographs.  
 The grid-based mode of display emphasizes an affinity to the pseudo-
archival tradition of Hilla and Bernd Becher. The uniform poses of the farmers 
are suggestive of the objectifying ethnographic, colonial or scientific branch 
of photography, where the human subject becomes a specimen under scrutiny. 
Sekula would call it “instrumental realism,” referring to early photography and 
“representational projects devoted to new techniques of social diagnosis and 
control, to the systematic naming, categorization, and isolation of the otherness 
thought to be determined by biology and manifested through the “language” of the 
body itself.”²⁴  
 The presence of the artist in the photographs is eliminated – the photographs 
look machine-made, “totally devoid of style,” as Thierry de Duve has put it while 
discussing the oeuvre of the Bechers.²⁵ The smooth surface of the photographic 
print gives away an impression of a finished and polished object, a black-and-white 
high quality fine-art print. That unsightly human factor, which, for instance, is the 
subject matter of works by Ragnar Kjartansson, one of the most successful artists 
of Podnieks’s and Salmanis’s generation, is completely left out of the picture.²⁶ Life 
itself has been eliminated from the photographs, indicative of the artistic practices 
of Jeff Wall, Philip-Lorca diCorcia, Gregory Crewdson, and many other artists 
who produce impeccable and impenetrable photographic tableaux. Using the 
same methods, instead of a monumental and elaborate mise-en-scène, Podnieks 
produces a series of seemingly bleak and expressionless images. In Podnieks’s case, 
the artificial nature of the setting is made obvious, yet at the same time it is hidden – 
you may as well never notice that the figures are not actually standing on the ground. 
Podnieks’s images are more like a puzzle or question addressed to the viewer rather 
than a breathtaking spectacle, a source of visual pleasure.
 But - it is what we do not see that we should actually be discussing. No 
photograph is innocent, all are constructions that produce and reproduce some 
hidden ideological agenda, if we are to agree with Allan Sekula.²⁷ The artist has 
taken pains to conceal that an event is staged for the camera, and it’s not about 

photography at all. The approach is 
similar to Richard Long’s black-and-white 
photographic documentation of an event 
performed for the camera, A Line Made by 
Walking (1967). However, the event is traced 
differently in Podnieks’s photographs. The 
artist has chosen the medium to capture the 
result of a labor-intensive, time-consuming, 
and dangerous endeavor, yet doing it in a way 
that renders the process almost invisible. 
  The farmers of Drusti are 
photographed on the background of their 
own farmsteads, in the most familiar and 
most ordinary settings of their everyday 
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life. At the same time they are dislocated, physically removed from these settings. 
They are at home, yet they are not. The viewer is also dislocated, as the camera is 
lifted above the ground to the same height as the sitters. This momentary bodily 
dislocation provokes that uncanny feeling of not belonging and estrangement, 
just like Salmanis’s felled tree that gently sways above the heads of the visitors. 
The complex construction of the image is like an answer to Bertold Brecht’s 
observation that “reality proper has slipped into the functional. The reification 
of human relationships, the factory, let’s say, no longer reveals these relationships. 
Therefore something has actually to be constructed, something artificial, something 
set up.”²⁸ Furthermore, the labor-consuming construction of the images marks a 
recent and significant shift in reception of photography in the Latvian art world. 
In the late 1980s – early 1990s, photography was accepted as a legitimate medium 
for contemporary art as long as it was “truthful,” i.e. documentary in the sense of 
Walker Evans and Lee Friedlander, John Szarkowski and The Family of Man. This 
trend is epitomized by oeuvre of photographer Inta Ruka (who, together with Ojārs 
Pētersons and Anita Zabiļevska, represented Latvia in the 48th Venice Biennale in 
1999, the country’s first participation).²⁹
 The figures, thus artificially alienated from their environment, can function 
as ghostly examples of transference, as an illustration of a Freudian displacement in 
a dream work where something acceptable masks and stands in for something that 
the conscious mind has deliberately censored.³⁰ The artist is going to great lengths 
to censor and conceal the mechanism that he himself has invented and constructed 
for lifting people up in the air. The production set is arranged in a way that the body 
of a sitter completely obscures the hoisting apparatus below. The optical rules of 
perspective are employed for presenting an exciting illusion, a perfect displacement 
that covers up what cannot be discussed 
openly. The labor has been hidden away, and 
labor itself is just a substitute for something 
else – the unspeakable and the repressed that 
evokes that sense of alienation. 
 The radical displacement of the 
sitters manifests the constant feeling of loss 
described by Lacan as objet petit a. According 
to Iversen, Lacan’s “account of the subject’s 
constitution involves a series of painful self-
alienations that are described almost as bodily 
auto-mutilations,”³¹ starting from the trauma 
of birth and the painful separation from 
the mother’s body. In Podnieks’s exercise of 
alienation, the farmers are separated from 
their land, from what constitutes their self-
image and even their national identity.³²  
 Furthermore, Podnieks mobilizes 
a discussion about the representation of 
masculinity. The photographs that primarily 



portray men affirm and at the same time question the dominating ideology of 
patriarchy in a traditional rural community. If Cindy Sherman, according to Laura 
Mulvey, “performs femininity,”³³ Podnieks’s photographs can be seen as an attempt 
to perform masculinity.  However, this performance is as repressed and permeated 
with anxiety as the masculine identity itself. Sexuality and sexual difference as well 
as the inherent frustration of bodily decay that Sherman explores up to the extremes 
is absent from Podnieks’s work. Performance of gender identity is subdued and 
hidden because the crisis of masculinity is something that men do not and cannot 
talk about openly in a patriarchal society.³⁴ Besides, as Michael Worton has put 
it, “while masculinity continues to be a social and political phenomenon, it needs 
to be increasingly recognized as a personal narrative or representation. (…) It is a 
staging of difference, a play of and with representation that entails a repositioning  
of the question(s) of gender outside the traditional binary oppositions of male/
female and heterosexual/homosexual.”³⁵
 The masculine identity in Podnieks’s works is questioned indirectly, 
through the ambiguities embedded in the portraits. On the one hand, men are 
elevated above their land, which embodies their means of production and capital. 
They are heroically singled out, in a position where they could be overlooking 
their property, exercising their power over it, being in control, as literally 
being on top of the game – the archetypal conquerors of nature,³⁶ the mighty 
patriarchs, the real masters of the land.³⁷ On the other hand, their uncomfortable 
poses as well as the physical removal of the stable ground under their feet 
reveal a well-hidden tension and insecurity.  Jeff Hearn would call it a complex 
of self-oppression, “a reproductive and material equivalent of the almost magical 
Freudian process of introjection. We men are formed and broken by our own 
power.”³⁸ As Stephen Frosh has argued, “as masculinity is experienced as more 
and more unsustainable in its traditional forms, so, in the absence of other, fuller 
sources of identity, it is clung to more desperately.”³⁹
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 According to Hearn, the personal is also the political, and the oppression 
within an individual permeates the whole society. “Just as capitalism is founded on, 
in fact is, the social relation of capital and labor, so too is patriarchy a social relation, 
in this case of men and women.”⁴⁰ But that, of course, is something that Podnieks’s 
photographs do not deal with explicitly. If Sherman “reproduces the narrative 
without a sufficiently critical context,”⁴¹ Podnieks avoids both the narrative and 
criticism. His works simultaneously affirm and question the patriarchal world 
order reigning in a traditional rural community. 

 And where our greatness will come from 

 Questions related to the troubling instability of identity, self-oppression 
and self-fashioning resonate throughout North by Northeast. Disturbing visions 
of anxiety, disorientation, and displacement are carefully concealed behind the 
polished and well-designed surfaces of the works. Additionally, a significant 
amount of labor is hidden as well. Most likely this is not a coincidence. Strong work 
ethics can turn into an oppressive and obsessive concept, especially in a period of 
economic downfall and identity shift. 
 Hard and honest manual labor traditionally has been viewed as one of 
the major cornerstones of Latvian cultural identity, even if historically, before 
the 19th century, it often would have been partly forced agricultural labor for the 
benefit of the landowners, the German nobility. This kind of selfless work ethic is 
expressed in the Latvian folksongs dainas where such tropes as “labor elevates” or 
“greatness comes through labor” are ubiquitous.⁴² Later, during the first republic in 
the interwar period, these tropes were escalated into a glorification of agricultural 
labor that contributed significantly to the economic success of the new state. It was 
closely related to the traditional and patriarchal lifestyle of the rural communities 
organized around individual farmsteads functioning as self-sustaining, self-
sufficient entities based on land ownership and partially paid labor.⁴³  
 In addition, this kind of demanding work ethic does not allow much 
room for leisure. Labor is virtue; being idle can only evoke guilt and anxiety of not 
being useful and productive.⁴⁴ Leisure equals 
laziness, which is the source of all vice. Podnieks 
and Salmanis also operate under the influence 
of this overwhelming commandment. Being 
an artist (which is basically useless) can be 
justified, if the production of art looks and 
feels just like real labor. However, the result 
is a moment of self-reflection, a disruption in 
the series of purposeful agricultural activities, 
a pause in a workday that mirrors the end of 
all activities, like sleep is a small death. North 
by Northeast does not criticize, unmask, or 
revolt, as well as it does not offer an escape 
route into a visionary rural Arcadia. Instead, 
Podnieks and Salmanis explore a redemptive 
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approach, a self-therapeutic procedure that attempts to heal and reconcile quietly 
and discreetly. In a very Latvian way.  
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