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Introduction 

The paper discusses the role of the information exchange networks in the 

development of photography in the Soviet Union in the 1960s and 1970s, and presents 

a study on photographers from the Camera Club of Riga (Latvia) who managed to 

break the Iron Curtain and participated in photography exhibitions worldwide. The 

paper is based on a database collected for the author’s work in progress, a doctoral 

thesis.   

 

Fine art photography within the Soviet media hierarchy  

In the USSR after World War II, photography had a limited set of functions, 

professionally restricted to ideologically engaged photojournalism formally related to 

the principles of Socialist Realism doctrine
1
 and promoting ‘iconic signs’

2
 of the 

official propaganda. Sovetskoe Foto, the official Soviet photography magazine, 

actively supported the stance, stating the role of a Soviet photojournalist as a fighter 

for the victory of Communism (Barkhatova, 2004). According to Elena Barkhatova 

(2004), ‘photojournalism was singled out of the many photographic genres because of 

its close relationship to the print media, the most powerful propaganda tool’ (p. 48).  

Apart from the engaged photojournalism, during the Khrushchev Thaw 

photography in USSR was blooming as a medium for self-expression based both on 

documentary work and formal aesthetic experiments. Since the late 1950s a growing 

number of Soviet citizens took up photography as a hobby that was promoted by the 

Soviet system as a progressive, contemporary pastime for a supposedly industrially 

                                                             
1
 For a recent and in-depth treatment of Socialist Realism from a semiotic perspective see Teikmanis 

(2009). 

2 On relation among political power and its visual representation, see Kruk (2008).  
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and technologically well-developed country. Within the general Soviet discourse of 

collectivism, they were joined in camera clubs that ‘quickly became virtual 

universities of photographic culture’ (Stigneev, 2004, p. 68).  

Eduards Kļaviņš (1999) has labelled this mass movement as ‘distinct 

phenomenon of late totalitarian society’ (p. 13) and emphasized its escapist character 

saying that ‘in an attempt to escape from the drudge of daily uniform routine, people 

from the most varied walks of life took up this apparently technically simple hobby 

that bore the status of art’ (p. 13). Although the situation in Central and East European 

Communist bloc countries could differ significantly, a similar trend has been 

examined, for instance, in the former Czechoslovakia. As Jiří Pátek (2009) has 

pointed out, ‘the totalitarian period with its escape areas and unbelievable extent of 

free time made photography something of a national hobby’ (p. 9).  

The camera clubs provided information exchange among the members and 

some educational functions, offering a ‘secondary legitimation’  to the interest in 

photography, as ‘the camera club provides a means of moving from a naive practice to 

a scholarly practice within a group which supplies formulas and tips in order to 

intensify photographic activity’ (Castel & Schnapper, 1965/1990, p. 104). Yet, Castel 

and Schnapper have discussed the camera club and amateur photographers’ activities 

in the 1960s against the background of tradition of family photography in Western 

society, while the case of camera clubs in the Soviet Union in the same decade should 

be regarded with respect to the quite different social and political circumstances. For 

example, the Camera Club of Riga and several other clubs in other cities rather clearly 

defined themselves as artists, seeing their creative interest in photography as 

belonging to the field of visual arts. Fine art photography was perceived as ‘an 

occupation with “pure” art in contrast with the propagandistic photojournalism of the 
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present day and previous times, the totalitarian pseudo-documentary, which of course 

continued to have total control over the publication of the vast flow of photo images 

until the period of perestroika’ (Kļaviņš, 1999, p. 13).  

And even more important, the camera clubs in the USSR provided the single 

possibility to exhibit photographs as independent, self-sufficient works of art. As 

Valery Stigneev (2004) has observed, the ‘exhibitions organized by the clubs became 

major cultural phenomena, providing an outlet for talented people to express 

themselves and show their work’ (p. 68). In other words, camera club membership 

was the only possible permit for an individual to exhibit photographs as works of fine 

art publicly,
3
 although keeping this activity under ‘ideological supervision’ 

(Demakova, 1999, p. 23).   

Besides, the members of camera clubs all over the Soviet Union cannot be 

considered to be a homogenous group. The interests and motivation of club members 

and quality of the work they produced could vary dramatically. The Camera Club of 

Riga has been selected as an object of the current study because of its prominence and 

reputation of creativity in the USSR (together with clubs and photographers from 

neighbouring Lithuania and Estonia), its members being particularly active in seeking 

new ways to overcome the restricted freedom of physical travel. Stigneev (2004) has 

pointed out that ‘as a whole, Latvian photography had an important influence on 

photography in other parts of the Soviet Union’ (p. 70).  Also Barkhatova (2004) has 

remarked that ‘the creative impulses from the Baltic republics were influential in the 

                                                             
3 It should be added that the uses of photography as means of creative expression in the Soviet Union 

definitely were limited neither to the field of fine art photography nor to the works actually exhibited. 

For a thorough discussion on nonconformist photography in the Soviet Union see Neumaier (2004), 

and Svede (2004) in particular for an elucidating insight into Latvian nonconformist photography of the 

Soviet era.  
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country [USSR] as a whole in the late 1960s and early 1970s’ (p. 57). One of the 

reasons of this influence can be traced to the different historical and cultural 

background of the three Baltic countries which were often regarded as the ‘inner 

abroad’ (Gerchuk, 2000, p. 82.) in the rest of the USSR. Gerchuk (2000) has 

commented that ‘for us, the products of the Baltic bore the unmistakable stamp of the 

European culture we so desired’ (p. 82) and the statement could be related to the field 

of visual arts as well.  

Soon after foundation of the Camera Club of Riga in 1962 its leading members 

defined and developed their artistic ambitions. It was determined by an orientation 

towards fine art photography often related to the pictorialist style and interwar 

modernist traditions. As Mark Allen Svede (2004) has observed, ‘pictorialist salon 

photography was not only a safer choice but also one readily identified with the pre-

Soviet period when it had flourished, nominally evolving from its nineteenth-century 

debut in the studios of Rīga’ (p. 230). Describing amateur photography from Baltic 

countries in general, Barkhatova (2004) has indicated that in the late 1960s 

photographers preferred ‘poetic photographs and pictures of local landscapes that 

were far removed from ideological themes and remarkable for their aesthetic 

qualities’ (p. 57).  

 

Double marginalization of amateur photography and its consequences  

The photographers joining the camera clubs were considered amateurs, clearly 

isolating them from the field of professional photography, i.e. photojournalism. At the 

same time, they were often called ‘photo artists’ in the press, and work they produced 

– ‘photo art’ or ‘photographic art’ (a Soviet equivalent of fine art photography). Both 

descriptions – amateur photographers and photo artists – created a double dichotomy. 
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From the point of view of the medium, they were amateurs, as the only 

officially recognized professionals in the field of photography were photojournalists, 

educated in journalism faculties at the universities, working in the press or news 

agencies, and joined by the Union of Journalists. The label ‘amateur photography’ 

was used on the sole basis of not belonging to the field of photojournalism, with no 

consideration of any other qualities. 

From the point of view of the purpose of their work, they were often 

considered artists, as they created work that was aesthetically pleasing, sometimes 

even experimental (if to compare with the official imagery of press photography). 

However, the official art institutions during the Soviet period never regarded 

photography to be a medium suitable for creating art. Artists’ Unions, art academies, 

art museums as the leading official institutions regulating the art scene clearly marked 

the border of art media, and photography was definitely outside it. Photography in the 

Soviet Union in the 1960s and 1970s was far from ‘shifting into the dominant “fine 

art” context’ (Visser, 1998, p. 233) that many photographers wished for. 

Furthermore, no commercial market existed for this version of Soviet fine art 

photography that could have had even the most distant likeness with the art market in 

the Western sense of the term. Economically speaking, the participation in the camera 

club exhibitions was strictly a hobby, a respected pastime for working-class populace, 

not an activity motivated by any eventual economic benefits except occasional and 

insignificant royalties from a work reproduced in a magazine or newspaper. Svede 

(2004) has pointed out that ‘being accorded hobbyist status discouraged 

photographers from expecting remuneration from their work, necessitating non-

artistic employment’ (p. 245). 
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Therefore, photographers willing to exhibit their photographs as works of fine 

art were considered somehow inferior both by the professional photographers and by 

the official art institutions. The amateur label itself was denigrating, it implied lower 

level in the social hierarchy, taking fine art photography for a Soviet kind of ‘middle-

brow art’ (Bourdieu et al., 1965/1990).  

However, the marginalized status of amateur photography described above 

still left at least two important channels of achieving personal gratification and public 

recognition for photographers who considered themselves artists, and they used these 

channels to the full extent.  

First, the competition: photographers participating in exhibitions started to 

compete for awards that formed an axis of the collective character of camera clubs. 

The same would apply to other Communist bloc countries as well. For instance, 

commenting upon the amateur photography scene of the former Czechoslovakia, 

Pátek (2009) has remarked that ‘competing was understandably at the centre of 

interest of the amateur life’ (p. 78).  

The competitive element in the amateur movement later has been criticised as 

hypocritical and deforming the idea of artistic autonomy, originality and self-

sufficiency. For instance, Helēna Demakova (1999) has argued: ‘The myths that were 

created in those days that the amateur photographer, having received a score of 

medals in international amateur competitions had become “an artist” survive to this 

day’ (p. 23).  

Second, contacts with the outside world: a vast array of publications on 

Western and Central European photography were available in Latvia and other Soviet 

Republics in the early 1960s, mostly published in former Czechoslovakia and other 

Central European Communist bloc countries (Tifentale, 2010). Books and magazines 
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on fine art photography (mostly modernist but also contemporary) from abroad 

created an information space that was alternative to the ideologically charged 

Sovetskoe Foto magazine, and contributed to the self-confidence of the photographers 

as a special privilege not accessible neither to the professional artists nor 

photojournalists.  

And very soon, by the mid-1960s, some Latvian photographers affiliated to the 

Camera Club of Riga took the next step after eagerly absorbing the visual 

information. They started to seek contact and interact by sending their work to the 

publishing houses, magazine editors, and even more important, to the juries of 

international exhibitions of photography outside the Soviet Union thus joining an 

informal network of communication.  

 

Methodology and challenges 

Although photography from the Soviet Union in general has been analysed in 

different contexts both in post-Soviet countries and in the West, the specific field of 

amateur photography and photography as a work of art in the 1960s and 1970s still 

has not been covered completely.  

Besides, often history of photography in the Soviet Union has been identified 

with history of Russian photography, only occasionally mentioning national schools 

of other republics with different cultural history and social circumstances. Several 

important exhibitions of Soviet photography have been analysed from the Western 

point of view (e.g. Welchman, 1994, 1995). Some specific aspects of photography 

during the Cold War period have been discussed (e.g. Meinhof & Galasinski, 2000; 

Petrovsky, 2009), and experience of other former Communist bloc countries has been 
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reviewed (e.g. for Czech photography see Dufek, 2001; Patek, 2009; for Polish 

photography see Lewandowska, 2008).  

Significant publications on nonconformist art from the territory of the former 

Soviet Union (Rosenfeld and Dodge, et. al., 2002; Neumaier, 2004) have focussed 

also on photography, yet the role of informal communication available for Soviet 

amateur photographers still is not clearly defined.  

While studying the international contacts and communication of 

photographers from the Camera Club of Riga the researcher had to face several 

challenges. Foremost the question of sources, as photography and related items from 

the Soviet period has not been collected and preserved professionally in Latvia
4
. The 

data collected so far have been extracted from catalogues of international exhibitions 

of photography that were accessed in the private archives of several photographers, in 

the archive of the Camera Club of Riga, and in the private collection of photographer 

Leons Balodis which he has donated to the Museum of the History of Riga and 

Navigation and thus made available to researchers.  

For the current stage of the research a combined methodology has been used, 

based on relevant approaches of social sciences and in particular the communication 

studies, and art history methods. Some aspects of discourse analysis and content 

analysis have been applied in order to establish a data basis of international 

exhibitions and their participants from the Soviet Union. Similarly, elements of formal 

analysis were applied for the purpose of identifying the migrating stylistic trends and 

                                                             
4 The historic collection at the Latvian Museum of Photography has is focused on photography before 

1940, and no clearly set acquisition policy has been developed and implemented for artefacts created in 

later decades. However, the museum owns a valuable library, and the collection contains several 

occasional donations that relate to the field of research in question. 
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similarities in the use of several key means of expression in the photographs exhibited 

in the exhibitions and reproduced in the catalogues.  

 

Results and discussion 

Informal communication network for amateur photographers  

International juried exhibitions of photography or salons have been part of the 

history of photography since the nineteenth century when the first camera clubs and 

societies of photographers organized the first international salons
5
, summoned juries 

to select works for exhibiting and to award the best ones, and published catalogues of 

these exhibitions. The most prominent salons of photography in the nineteenth 

century have been responsible for dissemination of pictorialist style (for instance, 

exhibitions organized by the Société de Francaise de Photographie in Paris, the 

Camera Club of New York, Club der Amateur Photographen in Wien, Linked Ring 

Brotherhood and many others) on a truly international level
6
, their catalogues being 

the main medium for providing information exchange among enthusiasts in many 

countries.  

After the World War II, the international scene of photography has been 

marked by events like foundation of the Magnum agency (1947) and World Press 

Photo competition (1955), the landmark exhibition The Family of Man in New York 

(1955 and touring afterwards) and the first All-Union photography exhibition in 

                                                             
5 For a discussion on analogies between salons of photography and salons of art, see Pátek (2009, p. 

76). 

6
 For an overview of the international character of pictorialist movement in the late nineteenth century 

– early twentieth century, the role of camera clubs and salons of photography in this movement, see 

Daum, Ribemont and Prodger (2006).  
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Moscow (1958), followed by foundation of Communist bloc-centred photography 

biennial Interpress-Foto in East Berlin (1960).  

However, even the most inclusive accounts on the history of photography (e.g. 

Marien, 2010, pp. 311-391) tend to overlook both the development of photography 

within the Soviet Union and Communist bloc countries and the international 

movement of amateur photography in the Cold War era.  

Nevertheless, the network of international exhibitions that was established in 

the pictorialist epoch had not only survived the two World Wars
7
 but even gained a 

new scope. The building of an informal international network of photography 

exhibitions was further stimulated by the first international organization aiming at 

promotion of creative and amateur photography in the world, namely FIAP 

(Fédération Internationale de l'Art Photographique) founded in 1950 in Bern.  

This international institution installed a new variety of salon – juried 

exhibition with FIAP patronage. In the next decade, hundreds of camera clubs in the 

world already organized such exhibitions annually or biannually, attracting new and 

returning participants with the multi-level system of FIAP distinctions. Honorary 

titles AFIAP (Artiste FIAP) and EFIAP (Excellence FIAP) were awarded on the 

grounds of quantitative results – a certain number of accepted works in the 

international juried salons with FIAP patronage guaranteed professional-sounding 

titles that could be added to the photographer’s name, reminding the ones signifying 

academic rank or professional affiliation.  

                                                             
7 Some historic camera clubs continued operating and organizing international exhibitions since the 

mid-nineteenth century. For instance, Edinburgh Photographic Society opened its first international 

exhibition in 1861 (Stubbs, n.d.) and continues to organize Annual International Exhibitions of 

Pictorial Photography in 2011.  
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Amateur photographers in many countries were eager to obtain an honorary 

title from an independent, international organisation, and even more so within the 

Soviet Union and other Communist bloc countries
8
 where the reputation of any 

recognition that came from the other side of the Iron Curtain was especially high. Any 

appreciation of foreign origin was very much sought after as it marked a certain 

superiority or at least relative independence from the local community. Besides, as 

Pátek  (2009) has remarked, ‘Participation in the Salon or a competition was in the 

1970s virtually the only relevant option for showing one’s own work and comparing it 

with works by other photographers and public opinion’ (p. 78). 

International salons of photography in the 1960s and 1970s operated on a 

similar basis as their prototypes in the nineteenth century. The key elements 

characterising these international exhibitions of photography during the Cold War era 

include:  

 organized mostly by camera clubs, 

 an international participation, with works received by mail,  

 participants and awardees selected by a jury,  

 regular – mostly annual or biannual character of the exhibitions,  

 not necessarily but often incorporated FIAP patronage encouraging 

competitiveness in the photographers’ pursuit for honorary titles and 

awards based upon number of acceptances in salons with FIAP patronage,  

 documentation of the exhibition and dissemination of the results by mail in 

the form of a printed catalogue listing all participants, statistics of works 

                                                             
8 For a discussion of international salons of photography and perception of their activities from the 

point of view of amateur photographers in the former Czechoslovakia see Pátek (2009, pp. 76-79). 
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received and accepted, awardees and often selected reproductions of works 

preferred by the jury.  

Furthermore, it can be argued that the printed catalogues were the most 

important part of the whole affair within this network of international salons of 

photography, as the exhibitions were held virtually all over the world and each 

exhibition could be attended only by local audience. The printed catalogues were the 

main vehicle of communication and exchanging ideas on a global level, allowing the 

participants even in the most distant countries to see the work acclaimed by the jury.  

 

Joining the network 

The informal communication network of the international salons of 

photography welcomed amateur photographers from the Soviet Union, and already in 

the mid-1960s photographs by the members of Camera Club of Riga were accepted in 

several international salons of photography
9
, and the number of acceptances was 

growing through the decade and reached more than thirty international exhibitions 

with works by several photographers affiliated to the Camera Club of Riga exhibited 

in 1972. 

The usual stages of entering the international network were the following:  

1. An announcement is published stating the deadline of application, the rules 

of the salon and the address of the camera club organizing the salon. Such 

announcements could be found in the previous exhibition catalogues or in 

the press, especially in magazines published in the former Czechoslovakia 

                                                             
9
 For instance, the First International Salon of Photographic Art in Épinal, France (1965, works by 

Jānis Kreicbergs accepted); the Twenty-ninth International Salon of Photographic Art in Buenos Aires, 

Argentina (1965, works by Gunārs Binde, Gunārs Janaitis, Sarmīte Kviesīte accepted).  
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such as Fotografie which was available for purchase in Soviet Union as a 

special edition with texts translated into Russian. 

2. Photographers send their work by mail to the camera club organizing the 

salon
10

. 

3. The jury makes the decisions and selects the works to be exhibited and 

awarded. 

4. Participating photographers receive a notice of acceptance or refusal. 

5. Finally, camera club prepares a catalogue and sends the copies out to the 

photographers whose work was accepted.  

 

Significance of the informal communication  

First, the network of the international salons of photography and the global 

circulation of the catalogues of these exhibitions connected amateur photographers 

even in the most remote parts of the world. Although physically behind the Iron 

Curtain, Riga was well-connected with cities and towns all over the world by this 

network of informal communication. As Pátek (2009) has observed, ‘Obviously, in 

spite of all the restrictions that the regimes with a communist orientation rigged up in 

                                                             
10 Private correspondence was under a minor scrutiny by the Soviet authorities at least in Latvia, 

particularly if this correspondence contained photographs that were recognized as not posing any threat 

to the security of the state or the positive image of the USSR abroad. In Latvia, situation changed in the 

mid-1970s (marked by Helsinki Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe in 

1975) when all photographs that the camera club members wished to send to an exhibition abroad had 

to go through a preliminary censorship and approval by an authorized official at the club.  For recent 

research on the methodologies of the Soviet censorship in Latvia, including censorship of the private 

correspondence, see Strods (2010, 2011).  
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order to hinder cross-border contacts [photo] amateurism was of a profoundly 

international nature’ (p. 9).  

Second, the decisions made by the juries of the international salons influenced 

the photographers, their creative choices regarding subject matter of their work, 

iconography, composition and other specific means of expression in fine art 

photography. Although offering a relative freedom of communication for the 

photographers from Soviet Union, the salons with their competitive character also 

confined the creativity of the photographers to a limited set of motifs and approaches 

that could facilitate the approval from the juries. The reproductions in the catalogues 

present some stylistic tendencies that migrated from one exhibition to another. 

Third, exhibitions in cities and towns in tens of countries in all inhabited 

continents substituted travel ‘at a time when artists were forbidden to travel freely’ 

(Svede, 2004, p. 230). The sheer sound of the foreign and sometimes exotic cities 

added an aura of exception to the otherwise marginalized art photography, as the 

exhibition geography of such scope was not imaginable for professional artists or 

photojournalists from the Soviet Union.  

Finally, the awards from abroad that the international salons of photography 

(and in particular salons with FIAP patronage) introduced into the field of amateur 

photography raised the self-esteem and reputation of the photographers locally. 

Several photographers affiliated with the Camera Club of Riga (Leons Balodis, 

Gunārs Binde, Jānis Kreicbergs, Egons Spuris and others) during these decades have 

become the leading figures in the field of fine art photography in Latvia due to their 

activity in the international networks that provided a favourable publicity in the Soviet 

era. Consequently, the period from the mid-1960s till the late 1970s has often been 
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described as the ‘Golden Age’ of Latvian photography
11

, referring both to the awards 

and the alleged pinnacle of creativity that the amateur photographers had reached.  

 

Conclusion 

The findings discussed in the paper suggest that the metaphorical Iron Curtain 

was not absolute.  During certain periods it had some holes or rather temporary gaps 

that allowed relatively free informal communication with the outside world.  

The relativity of this freedom was marked by an unwritten agreement that the 

information flowing through in both ways would be strictly amateur (or non-

professional institution-wise) and definitely apolitical in terms of content.  

However, photographers found these gaps in the Curtain as useful tools to 

shape a sound basis of their creative careers. The constant flow of visual trends, ideas 

and formal means of expression that the network of the international photography 

exhibitions circulated were of essential importance in shaping the notion of 

photography as a work of art in the Soviet Union, particularly in Latvia and other two 

Western-oriented Baltic republics.  

The photographers who were active in the international communication since 

the mid-1960s soon were recognized as influential and important locally. The 

conclusion by Stigneev (2004) that ‘in content, the amateurs of the Baltics were the 

most original and created national schools of photography’ (p. 70) relates to the 

Camera Club of Riga to the full extent as several members eventually became the 

leading photographers of their generation and set the creative standards for Latvian art 

photography. 

                                                             
11 The perception of the abovementioned period in Latvian photography has been discussed in my 

earlier publications, e.g. see Tifentale (2009).  
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Further enquiry would be necessary to interpret the role of informal 

information exchange channels in shaping the history of photography – or, rather, 

histories of photography
12

 – of the countries once separated from the rest of the world 

by the Iron Curtain.  

 

 

                                                             
12

 Here I make a reference to Piotr Piotrowski’s (2009) idea that each country of the former Communist 

bloc has a well-grounded right to its own and distinct history of art, contradicting the generally 

accepted smooth and single development line of Western art history. 
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