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The Origin of 
Homo Novus 
in Latvian 
Photography 
Alise Tīfentāle 

The aim of this essay is to sketch 
in the historical background to the 
photographic work created by Vilnis 
Vītoliņš in the early 21st century, by 
looking at the development of the 
aesthetic aspect of photography in Latvia 
in the second half of the 20th century, 
within the context of world processes. 
Taking into account that the 1950s 
were the beginning of new aesthetic 
and theoretical searches creating the 
foundation for our contemporary 
understanding of photography as a 
visual art, 1955 has been chosen in the 
framework of this essay as a point of 
departure.  
Vilnis Vītoliņš was born in 1955 in 
Cesvaine1. The Family of Man2 photo 
exhibition curated by American 
photographer and artist Edward Steichen 

1  Two trains arrive simultaneously in Riga: from 
Cesvaine and Paris and homo novus (the new man), 
a young artist known as Juris the Conqueror, arrives 
in Riga directly from Cesvaine, soon outclassing the 
cosmopolite who alights from the Paris train. That’s how 
one of the central literary works about Latvian art and 
artists in the inter-war period begins – Latvian writer 
and painter Anšlavs Eglītis’s (1906–1993) novel Homo 
novus (1943–1944).  See: Eglītis, Anšlavs. Homo novus. 
Riga: Zinātne, 1992, p. 400. 
2  The exhibition could be seen at MoMA from 24 
January to the 8 May 1955, and during the next 8 years 
was exhibited in 37 countries, including Moscow, USSR, 
where many Latvian photographers saw it in 1959. 

was opened in 1955 too, at the Museum 
of Modern Art in New York, undeniably 
influencing photography’s aesthetic 
and ethical ideals in the latter half of 
the 20th century3. The exhibition, with 
the characteristic pathos and American 
scope4 of the post-war years, examined a 
person’s life from birth to death, focusing 
on heightened emotional situations and 
existentially important events and rituals. 
In later publications, the Family of Man 
was criticized for its humanistic pathos, 
its patronizing and colonialist attitude 
to the residents of the so-called third 
world countries and poverty, as well as 
aestheticizing disaster etc.,5 but this hasn’t 
diminished the lasting impression of the 
exhibition throughout the world. 

The 1950s

In Latvia as well, a new period in 
photography’s complex relationship with 
visual art began in the 1950s. The second 
half of the fifties was specifically the time, 
when after the Second World War, the 
“photo-art” concept began to develop 
for the first time under Soviet conditions 
in Latvia, against the background of 
propaganda and applied photography,6 

3 This is laconically expressed by the first words of 
the exhibition outline: “An exhibition of creative 
photography, dedicated to the dignity of man.” 
4  There were 503 photographs by 273 photographers 
from 68 countries, incl. 163 photographers from the 
USA in the exhibition.
5  For example, see. Jay, B. “The Family of Man. A 
Reappraisal of ‘The Greatest Exhibition of All Time.’” 
Insight, No.1, 1989.
6  For more about the press and applied photography 
in Latvia during this period see: Balčus, Arnis. “Dvēseļu 
inženieri ar fotoaparātiem. Fotogrāfija Latvijā 1940. 
un 1950. gados” [Soul Engineers with Cameras. 
Photography in Latvia in the 1940s and the 1950s.] Foto 
Kvartāls, No. 2(22), 2010, pp. 10–17.

defining photography’s path in visual art 
for the following decades. 
In May 1957, the Latvian Soviet Socialist 
Republic’s (LSSR) Ministry of Culture 
received the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics’ (USSR) Minister of Culture’s 
decree on the LSSR’s participation in 
the All-Union Art Photography Exhibition. 
This exhibition was dedicated to the 40th 
Anniversary of the Great October Socialist 
Revolution, and an Exhibition Committee 
was formed for its organization7. 
This decree caused an avalanche of 
events – photographic competitions 
ensued in Zvaigzne magazine, the first 
post Second World War public meeting 
of photographers took place with 
enthusiastic discussions about the need 
for a camera club and a Department of 
Photography was even established at 
the Art Academy. The main thing was the 
result – photography gained the right to 
be exhibited at art exhibition halls, and 
even at the museum! 
The first post-war Exhibition of Art 
Photography took place in Riga at the 
State Museum of Latvian and Russian 
Art (now the – Latvian National Museum 
of Art) from 29 December 1957 until 
15 January 1958. There were 256 
photographic works exhibited and 5675 
spectators attended8. 
The exhibition lacked a catalogue, and it 
is therefore impossible to gain a complete 
idea of its content, although individual 

7  LSSR Minister of Culture J.Ostrovs’ Decree No. 467 
dated 29th May, 1957. Latvian State Historical Archives, 
678.f., 2 Apr., 160.l., p. 1. 
8  Latvijas Nacionālais mākslas muzejs. Izstāžu hronika 
1905–2005. [Latvian National Museum of Art. Chronicle 
of Exhibitions] Compiled by I. Bužinska, V. Knāviņa, S. 
Krieviņa, M. Lāce, E. Šmite, I. Zelča-Sīmansone. Riga: 
Latvian National Museum of Art, 2008, p. 48. 
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publications in the press allowed at least 
a partial reconstruction of the exhibition. 
Old Masters – i.e. photographers who 
were active in the 1920 and 1930s 
(Eduards Gaiķis, Kārlis Iltners, Roberts 
Johansons and Vilis Rīdzenieks) and 
who continued working in the aesthetic 
territory influenced by pictorialism took 
part in it, as well as photo-journalists 
who were active under the conditions 
of the Soviet system (Jakovs Grobmans, 
Pāvils Maike, Anatolijs Subhankulovs and 
Mihails Treizons et al.).
As stated in press reviews of the time, 
“most of the space – about two thirds – 
were taken up by landscapes and city 
views”9, with this fact also receiving a 
critical comment by the article’s author, 
that “our photographers think too little 
about new topics”10. The conclusion 
from this was that Latvia’s authors still 
focused on the markedly apolitical genre 
of city and country scenes rather than 
on propaganda and socialist realism. 
We must agree with Professor Eduards 
Kļaviņš, who, in describing the 1960s and 
1970s period in Latvian photography 
as a “period of heightened photo-
aestheticism”11, specifically pointed to 
this first “Soviet” Latvian photographic 
exhibition in Riga in 1958, as the 
borderline signalling the commencement 
of this period. With this first post Second 
World War photo-art exhibition, Latvia’s 

9  Bērztīss, A. “Mūsu republikas pirmajā fotogrāfiju 
izstādē.” [At the Republic’s First Photographic 
Exhibition.] Rīgas Balss, No. 15(91), 18 Jan. 1958, p. 5.
10  Ibid.
11  Kļaviņš, Eduards. “The Story of Inta Ruka and Her 
Photoportrait Stories.”  In: Stories, Storytellers. [Republic 
of Latvia’s Exposition Catalogue. Venice Biennale 48th 
International Contemporary Art Exhibition]. Ed. H. 
Demakova. Riga: Soros Contemporary Art Centre – Riga, 
1999, p. 13.

authors signal photography’s already 
dominanting aesthetic function. 

The 1960s 

The decade when Latvia’s photo-art 
school’s style developed and consolidated 
itself is well known both within and 
outside the USSR, in the countries of 
the communist bloc, as well as in the 
free world. Photography’s place in the 
Soviet system’s media hierarchy should 
be mentioned here – photography 
found itself outside the circle of official 
art media (painting, sculpture, graphics) 
and consequently outside the art 
machine, outside the spheres of interest 
and influence of the artists’ union and 
professional art education. 
However, professional photography 
or photo-journalism served the Soviet 
system’s official discourse (with regular 
reminders in publications like the 
Sovetskoje Foto magazine, “The photo-
journalist is a political fighter, who 
knowingly and purposefully fights for 
communism”12). 
On the other hand, at the beginning 
of the 1960s, in Latvia as well as the 
rest of the USSR and to a large degree 
in other communist block countries, 
photography’s use as a form of visual art 
expression was initiated and supported 
within the frameworks of the amateur 
photo movement and camera clubs. 
Eduards Kļaviņš interpreted the amateur 
photo movement as a “late totalitarian 
society” phenomenon and pointed out 
that “in an attempt to escape from the 
drudge of daily uniform routine, people 

12  Пальгунов, Н. “Фотоинформация на новом этапе.“ 
Советское Фото, № 3, 1959, c.1.

from the most varied walks of life took up 
this apparently technically simple hobby 
that bore the status of art.”13 
The amateur photo movement’s 
significance in the birth of photo-art 
in the 1960s was emphasized by 
Russian researcher Valery Stigneev: “the 
photographic arts arose in the 1960s 
and 1970s mostly due to the efforts of 
amateurs. The importance of the amateur 
movement in photography is thus 
directly linked to the fact that amateurs 
played a decisive role in the creation 
of a professional arts genre.”14 Czech 
photo-art history researcher Jiří Pátek 
points out: “It was the amateurs who, as 
people not tied down by commercial 
obligations and conventions of the high 
street photographic studio, had the 
potential to create freely. For the official 
history of photography they became 
the rejuvenating force rising from the 
milieu of amateur photography clubs.”15 
It should be added that the role of 
amateurs in photography, as a medium 
for revealing artistic potential, had also 
been important in the 19th century and 
at the beginning of the 20th century. 
As American photographer and photo 
critic Alfred Stieglitz pointed out in 1899, 
“nearly all the greatest work is being, and 
has always been done, by those who are 
following photography for the love of it, 
and not merely for financial reasons. As 
the name implies, an amateur is one who 

13  Kļaviņš, Eduards. The Story of Inta Ruka. p. 13.
14  Stigneev, Valery. The Force of the Medium. The Soviet 
Amateur Photography Movement. In: Beyond Memory. 
Soviet Nonconformist Photography and Photo-Related 
Works of Art. D. Neumaier, ed. New Brunswick, New 
Jersey, and London: The Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art 
Museum and Rutgers University Press, 2004, p. 69.
15  Pátek, Jiří. Sweet Fixations. Staged Photography of the 
1970s. Brno: The Moravian Gallery in Brno, 2009, p.30.
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works for love”.16

Amateur status also had advantages. 
The main one was the relatively freer 
communication regime with other 
countries, including capitalist countries 
at least in the 1960s, as amateur photo 
activities obviously weren’t included 
among the politically dangerous ones. As 
indicated by Eduards Kļaviņš, “the Soviet 
ideological watchdogs and bureaucrats 
permitted this as a limited, controlled 
and therefore harmless pastime for 
the inhabitants of the ‘big zone’, on the 
grounds of it being a blossoming of the 
people’s artistic ‘amateur activities’ (then 
an important concept), in conditions of 
socialism.”17 
Relatively extensive literature and visual 
material was accessible to the avant-
garde of this decade – the young and 
energetic photographers who joined in 
the activities of the Riga Camera Club 
which was established in 1962, and 
through self-instruction they learnt about 
both Western modernism, as well as 
current Central European photography. 
The most brilliant authors developed 
during this decade and their creative 
activities also substantially influenced 
Russia’s and the wider USSR’s 
understanding about photography as an 
art and created the idea of Latvia as the 
USSR’s “internal West”18. Gunārs Binde, 

16  Stieglitz, Alfred. “Pictorial Photography.” (1899) In: 
Classic Essays on Photography. Ed. A. Trachtenberg. New 
Haven: Leete’s Island Books, 1980, p. 117.
17  Kļaviņš, Eduards. The Story of Inta Ruka. p. 13. 
18  For example, see: Barkhatova, Elena. “Soviet Policy 
on Photography.” In: Neumaier, D. (ed.) Beyond Memory. 
Soviet Nonconformist Photography and Photo-Related 
Works of Art. New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London: 
The Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum and Rutgers 
University Press, 2004, p. 57.
Gerchuk. Iurii. “The Aesthetics of Everyday Life in the 

Jānis Gleizds, Jānis Kreicbergs, Leons 
Balodis, Ilmārs Apkalns, Egons Spuris and 
others were among these photographers. 
In Latvia photo-art during this decade, 
one comes across references to Western 
modernism and Central Europe’s 
photography’s aesthetic and formal 
elements, which were connected with 
experiments in surrealist artist circles, 
the Bauhaus and László Moholy-Nagy’s 
proclaimed “new vision”19, symbolism 
and the turn of the 19th–20th century 
pictorialism inspired by art nouveau. In 
addition, the subjective photography 
derived from modernism’s classical 
expressions20, which developed in 
Germany at the beginning of the 
1950s and the rebirth of which can be 
connected with the creative searches 
of Polish, Czech, Slovak, Hungarian, and 
also Romanian authors in the 1960s. In 
mentioning the aestheticized “photo 
effects” which entered Latvia’s amateur 
photo environment from Western sources 
and can be seen in 1960s photo-art21, 
Eduards Kļaviņš points out that they 
gained new social and psychological 

Khrushchev Thaw in the USSR (1954–64).” In: Reid, S. E. 
and Crowley, D. (eds.). Style and Socialism. Modernity 
and Material Culture in Post-War Eastern Europe. Oxford: 
Berg, 2000, p. 82.
Stigneev, Valery. “The Force of the Medium. The Soviet 
Amateur Photography Movement”. In: Neumaier, D. (ed.) 
Beyond Memory. Soviet Nonconformist Photography and 
Photo-Related Works of Art. New Brunswick, New Jersey, 
and London: The Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum 
and Rutgers University Press, 2004, p. 68.
19  See: Moholy-Nagy, László. Malerei Fotografie Film. 
Munich: Albert Langen, 1927. 
20  A term created by German photographer Otto 
Steinert. 
21  “The formal photographic effects, well known in 
the photographic practice of the world, such as the 
aesthetics of the snapshot, angle of view, low key, high 
key, photo graphics, photomontage and other..” Kļaviņš, 
Eduards. The Story of Inta Ruka. p. 13.

semantics in the local context, being 
“an occupation with ‘pure’ art in contrast 
with the propagandistic photojournalism 
of the 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.”22

In the free world, the dawn of new 
conceptual trends in photography was 
developing in parallel with the humanism 
of the Family of Man, becoming part of 
the most avant-garde art phenomena 
of the time. In Europe and particularly 
in Germany at the end of the 1950s and 
in the 1960s, the new applied branch 
of the 1920s was reborn, expressed 
most obviously in the creative work of 
Hilla and Bernd Becher. In the USA of 
the 1960s, a new role for photography 
in art was provided by representatives 
of conceptual art23, who disavowed the 
importance of the aesthetic function in 
photography. Another significant edge 
was revealed by the social documentation 
aspect of photography which focussed 
on the different or the rejected – the 
chrestomathic photo works of Diane 
Arbus and Larry Clark24 were created in 
this decade. 

The 1970s

After the creative upheaval and 
achievements25 of the 1960s, a kind 

22  Ibid.
23  Edward Ruscha, Dan Graham, Robert Smithson, as 
well as William Klein et al.
24  Larry Clark’s “Tulsa” book of photographs, published 
in 1971, which documents the lives of young people 
motivated by violence, narcotics and sex.
25  Undeniably, Gunārs Binde’s gold medal in the 
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of decadence settled into Latvia’s 
photography in the next decade. 
Photo-art boundaries were established 
quite rigorously. In the search for 
new directions and artistic solutions, 
monochrome images26 and purist 
attitudes toward the medium27 provided 
relatively narrow possibilities. One 
can only agree with Czech researcher 
Jiří Pátek who indicated: “Amateur 
photography moves around in the 
circle of formalism, shows no sign of 
development and lacks contact with the 
outside world, which places it into the 
position of what the inter-war period 
labelled art for art’s sake.”28

Eduards Kļaviņš described the problem 
accurately as always: “This formalist 
orientation did not, however, give rise 
to modernist abstraction in the spirit 
of the 1950s Western avant-garde, but 

international photography salon of Argentina in 1965 
for Eduards Smiļģis’s portrait, had huge significance 
in the development and legitimizing of photo-art’s 
prestige. The Sovetskoje Foto Magazine devoted a whole 
page to this achievement. See: Советское Фото, No.5, 
1966, c.25.
26  The technological possibilities of colour photography 
and colour slides in the USSR of the 1960s were still 
in a stage of development, were complicated and 
not always readily available. Colour photography was 
used mainly in design graphics, and the decoration of 
exhibitions and shop windows – Valters Jānis Ezeriņš 
must be mentioned as one of the pioneers in the 
introduction of large format colour photographs and 
slides, a technologically complex process at the time. 
See: Tīfentāle, Alise. “Valters Jānis Ezeriņš. Fotodizainers.” 
[Photo Designer] Foto Kvartāls, Nr. 4(18), 2009, pg 20.
One can also speak of specific exceptions in the 
photo-art environment – for example, photographer 
Juris Krieviņš’s colour slide demonstration took place 
in 1967 in Riga. See: Krieviņš, Juris. Agra gaita. [Early 
Process] Riga: Avots, 1983, pp. 41–42.
27  Only photographic means of expression were 
accepted in the photo-art environment. This factor 
allows one to use Clement Greenberg’s definition 
of formalism, which also includes the “purity” of the 
medium. See: Greenberg, Clement. “Towards a Newer 
Laocoon.” Partisan Review, 1940.
28  Pátek, Jiří. Sweet Fixations. p. 30.

the desire for ‘pure’ art did at least mean 
the avoidance of officially programmed 
topics. It meant going into the sphere of 
politically ‘neutral’, individually created 
images, motifs and emotional effects or 
selecting somewhat acceptable themes 
from the obligatory repertoire that were 
legitimised by their ‘artistic’ interpretation. 
(..) With repetition and banalisation, it all 
became more and more an aestheticised 
photo-salonism, an elementary and 
sometimes in its directness a naive 
sensuality whose usual monochrome 
tonality and contrasts gave only a limited 
sharpness.”29 
In the 1970s, certain signs of creative 
stagnation could be noticed in Latvia’s 
photo-art – a repetition of motifs, formal 
solutions and themes. Atis Skalbergs, 
a photo critic who was active in Soviet 
times pointed out: “After the progress 
in the mid and late 1960s, a period of 
fluctuation and uncertainty set into 
Latvian photo-art. (..) attempts by authors 
to be original at any price, to surprise the 
viewer with one’s work, didn’t produce 
positive results. A string of theatrical, 
affected photographs developed.”30

Still, a number of new authors entered 
the photo-art environment in this 
decade and actively announced their 
creative style. Leonīds Tugaļevs and 
Vilhelms Mihailovskis, as well as Jānis 
Knāķis, Pēteris Jaunzems and others 
must be mentioned as the brightest 
personalities31. This new direction in 

29  Kļaviņš, Eduards. The Story of Inta Ruka. p. 17.
30  Skalbergs, Atis. Latviešu padomju fotomākslas 
attīstība. [The Development of Latvian Soviet Photo-art] 
Book: Zeile, P. (comp.) Latvijas fotomāksla. Vēsture un 
mūsdienas. [Latvia’s Photo-Art. History and Today] Riga: 
Liesma, 1985, p. 168.
31  See: Vanaga, Baiba. “Manipulētā fotogrāfija Latvijā 

Latvia’s photo-art envisaged the adding 
of a different substance to the aesthetic 
aspects – mainly psychological, symbolic 
subtexts and dramatic or existential 
narratives. Vitaly Butyrin was working in a 
similar direction in Lithuania as was Jerry 
N. Uelsmann in the USA.
In the formal aspect, the techniques used 
by authors, including photo-montage32 
had great significance, and in the case 
of Vilhelms Mihailovskis, for example, 
the raw material of photographic 
origin allowed the combination of 
many layered allegorical images – into 
visionary portends. Iconography inspired 
by religious mysticism33 and particular 
compositional principles connected more 
with the illustrations of baroque period 
emblem collections34, and not the kind of 

20. gs. 70.–80. gados.” [Manipulated Photography 
in Latvia 1970s–1980s] Foto Kvartāls, No. 3(3), 2006, 
pp. 58–62.
32  It should be noted that photo-montage and other 
means of photographic expression in this decade 
can be encountered not only in the photo-art 
environment, but also in design graphics and other 
fields. For example, in a 1979 publication, the works of 
photographer Ilmārs Apkalns were highlighted, artist 
Māris Ārgalis, Anda Ārgale and Valdis Celms’ “thematic 
ironic photo-montages”, Arturs Riņķis’ and Valdis Celms’ 
Forma. Krāsa. Dinamika [Form. Colour. Movement] 
(1978, St. Peter’s Church, Riga) exhibition of works, 
and individual cases of the use of photo-montage in 
poster art. See: Stirna, G. “Fotomontāža – vides māksla.” 
[Photo-Montage – Environmental Art] Literatūra un 
Māksla, 1979, 12. dec., pp.2–3. At the end of the 1970s 
the Pollūcijas [Pollutions] cycle (1978) was created by 
a group of authors (Valdis Celms, Māris Ārgalis, Jānis 
Borgs, Kirils Šmeļkovs, Kārlis Kalsers), who “commented 
on the untidy city environment and relationships in 
society from the positions of conceptual art using 
outstanding constructivist artist Gustavs Klucis’ photo-
montage methods,”. See: Bužinska, I. Valdis Celms. “No 
“Hipija” līdz paniskajam reālismam”. [From Hippy to 
Panicked Realism] Foto Kvartāls, No. 1(5), 2007, p. 30.
33  Vilhelms Mihailovskis discusses his works in this 
way. See: Tīfentāle, Alise. Vilhelms Mihailovskis. “Man ir 
programma.” [I Have a Programme] Foto Kvartāls, No. 
6(20), 2009, pp.16–25.
34   In collections of emblems, baroque age thinkers 
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contemporary conceptual photography, 
which began to flourish in the West in the 
1970s. 
The New Topographics: Photographs of 
a Man-Altered Landscape exhibition at 
Rochester in 197535 can be considered 
characteristic of 1970s photography. 
Just like the Family of Man, “the second 
most frequently cited photo exhibition 
in history”36 also travelled around 
exhibition halls in the USA and Europe, 
and continues its world tour even today37. 
The programmatic exhibition created 
by Hilla and Bernd Becher and the other 
eight exhibition participants38 to a great 
degree continues to set the tone in the 
understanding of urban landscapes in 
contemporary photography. Borrowed 

(mainly theologians) and artists (to a great degree, 
those who knew about copper engraving techniques) 
expressed philosophical, religious and ethical opinions 
in allegory and similar in language, creating and 
developing a special, laconic visual language of expres-
sion which required the viewer to know the symbols 
of his period. To a great extent, what art historian Elita 
Grosmane says about baroque period emblems can 
be applied to Vilhelms Mihailovskis’ 1970s and 1980s 
works. For example: “the upheaval, striving for profound 
ambiguity or didactically enlightening expressions 
characteristic of the baroque period could be expressed 
here to their full extent.“ Grosmane, Elita. “Emblemātika 
un emblēmu fenomens Latvijas 17. un 18. gs. mākslā.” 
[The Phenomenon of Emblematics and Emblems in 
Latvia’s 17th and 18th Century Art] Mākslas vēsture un 
teorija, No. 2, 2004, p. 8.
35   The exhibition took place in January 1975 at the 
International Museum of Photography’s George 
Eastman House, Rochester, New York State, USA. See: 
Jenkins, William. New Topographics: Photographs of 
a Man-Altered Landscape. Catalogue. Rochester, NY: 
International Museum of Photography at the George 
Eastman House, 1975.
36  Davis, Tim. “The New ‘New Topographics’.” Aperture, 
No. 198, Spring 2010, p. 16.
37  As this essay was being written, the exhibition 
could be viewed in Linz (until 2011.09.01), after this in 
Cologne, Rotterdam and finally in Bilbao (2011.17.10– 
2012.08.01). 
38  Robert Adams, Lewis Baltz, Joe Deal, Frank Gohlke, 
Nicholas Nixon, John Schott, Stephen Shore and Henry 
Wessel Jr. 

from the conceptual art of the 1960s 
(Edward Ruscha, Robert Smithson), 
the estranged, seemingly automatic, 
without-style or “stylistically anonymous” 
(exhibition curator William Jenkins’s 
term) view of similarly anonymous, 
banal and everyday environments of the 
city and outskirts, right up to the works 
of contemporary photography’s most 
famous authors (Candida Höfer, Andreas 
Gursky, Paul Graham, Donovan Wylie, and 
many others) which can be seen today. 
This way of looking at things can also be 
encountered in Latvia’s early 21st century 
photography. In individual projects, Alnis 
Stakle, Alekxander Gronsky and Iveta 
Vaivode, as well as Arnis Balčus, Reinis 

Hofmanis and other younger generation 
authors are recognized as intuitive 
followers of “New Topographics”. 

The 1980s 

Continuing the cyclical “seasonal” change 
in visual culture, younger generation 
authors again moved to the forefront 
in Latvia’s photography in this decade, 
defining themselves against the 
dominating (and stagnating) aestheticism 
of that time. A conflict took place in 
the priorities of aesthetics and content, 
in the language of art: the means of 
expression of documental photography 
moved to the centre of attention, whereas 

Vilnis Vītoliņš. Photo lab. Madona, 1980. Gelatin silver print. 28x31 cm. Property of the  author.
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the legacy of the 1960s and 1970s 
was forgotten and even denied. It can 
be assumed that this gradual process 
was connected with an analogous 
phenomenon in society and the glasnost 
concept39, with the new societal system 
and the new premonitions of freedom. 
At the same time this “new photo wave”40 
based on the means of expression of 
documentary photography demonstrated 
an equally dogmatic closed off nature 
and lack of development potential, 
which typified the previous generation’s 
aesthetic and formalistic direction. 
Flicking through the pages of the avant-
garde intelligentsia’s media of the time – 
the Avots magazine, it can be concluded 
that individual photographers only had 
lengthy articles dedicated to them in the 
first year (1987) that the magazine came 
out: Gvido Kajons41, Gints Bērziņš42, Inta 
Ruka43, Viesturs Links44, Oļegs Zernovs45, 
Mārtiņš Zelmenis46, Valts Kleins47 and 

39  In an international context, such a version was 
widespread at the end of the 1980s in discussions of 
Soviet photography as a whole. See: Photostroika: New 
Soviet Photography. Eds. D. Baltermants, C. Hagen. New 
York: Aperture Foundation, 1989, p. 76.
40  Helēna Demakova’s term, by which photographers 
“mainly from the VEF and Ogre photo studios” were 
labelled. See: Demakova, Helēna. “Let’s have a picture 
taken. When you’re dead I’ll have something to look 
at.” In: Inta Ruka. Ex. cat. Ed. H. Demakova. Riga: Soros 
Contemporary Art Centre – Riga, 1999, p. 22.
41  Grants, Andrejs. “Gvido Kajons.” Avots, No. 1(1), 1987, 
pp. 53–57.
42  Grants, Andrejs. “Gints Bērziņš.” Avots, No. 2(2)1987, 
pp. 56–59. 
43  Grants, Andrejs. “Inta Ruka.” Avots, No. 4(4), 1987, 
pp. 54–59. 
44  Sejkots, R. “Viesturs Links.” Avots, No. 6(6), 1987, 
pp. 44–48. 
45  Krūklis, Ints. “Oļegs Zernovs.” Avots, No. 7(7), 1987, 
pp. 46–50. 
46  Kleins, Valts. “Mārtiņš Zelmenis.” Avots, No. 8(8), 1987, 
pp. 60–63.
47  Peredumcevs, Simons. “Valts Kleins.” Avots, No. 9(9), 
1987, pp. 56–59.

Roberts Auziņš48.
Some of these authors made popular in 
Avots (and Andrejs Grants as well, who 
was the author of a number of articles but 
did not published his photo works) also 
confirmed the priorities of Latvia’s 1980s 
“new photo wave”: “un-manipulated 
realism”49 or “uncompromised realism”50, 
as well as “technical rationalism”51. The 
perestroika and glasnost concepts became 
topical in art as well. The restructuring 

48  Kleins, Valts. “Roberts Auziņš. Sniega cilvēki.” [Snow 
People] Avots, No. 12(12), 1987, pp. 57–59. 
49  Zelmenis, Mārtiņš. “Vērojumi un piedzīvojumi 
astoņdesmitajos gados” [Observations and Experiences 
in the Eighties]. In: LatFoto : [online]. Available : http://
www.latfoto.lv/latvijas-foto/1170-vrojumi-un-
piedzvojumi-astodesmitajos-gados.html.
50  Kļaviņš, Eduards. “The Story of Inta Ruka.”  P.13.
51  Grants, Andrejs. “Gvido Kajons.” Avots, No. 1(1), 1987, 
p. 53.

could be observed in the themes and 
motifs selected by photographers, 
the new generation of photographers 
focussing on prosaic portrayals of 
their everyday environment52, socially 
responsible themes, which contrasted 
radically with the principal desire to 
disassociate oneself and withdraw from 
the reflection of social reality, which was 
characteristic of previous decades.
One of the reasons for the popularity 
of the “new photo wave” was not just 
the overall change in atmosphere in 

52  Or even, as pointed out by art historian Mark Allen 
Svede, with photographers “freed to picture even the 
ugliest truths”. Svede, Mark Allen. On the Verge of Snap-
ping. Latvian Nonconformist Artists and Photography. 
In: Beyond Memory. Soviet Nonconformist Photography 
and Photo-Related Works of Art. General ed. D. Neumaier. 
New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London : The Jane 
Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum and Rutgers University 
Press, 2004, p. 243. 

Vilnis Vītoliņš. Island (then Moscow) Bridge. Riga, 1984. Gelatin silver print. 

18x18 cm. Property of the author.
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society and the desire for “something 
new and genuine”, but also the West’s 
sudden interest in the world behind 
the Iron Curtain (undoubtedly the 
fall of the Berlin Wall was the division 
between the decades). Bearing in mind, 
that photography in the world was 
already approbated to the circle of art 
institutions, Western curators became 
interested (Barbara Straka’s53 significant 
contribution should be noted) in 
photography from the USSR, including 
Latvia. Recognition from the “outside” for 
the people still living under the Soviet 
regime was especially significant. 
Starting from the second half of the 
1980s, the works of a small group of 
authors were exhibited in museums and 
galleries outside the communist bloc’s 
borders. The question of whether the 
interest by Western world art institutions 
in photography from Latvia (and the 
other USSR republics)54 at that time was 
connected with broader international 
trends, or simply reflected Westerners’ 
curiosity about the “unfamiliar”, is 

53  Barbara Straka, (1954), German Art Historian, 
curator of the “Riga – Latvijas avangards” [Riga –Latvia’s 
Avant-garde] (Riga-Lettische Avantgarde) exhibition in 
1988 in West Berlin and Kiel. The work of Latvia’s new 
generation of photographers was also included in the 
exhibition. See: Riga : Lettische Avantgarde = Latviešu 
avangards : [anlässlich einer Ausstellung, Berlin, 
24.7.–24.8.1988]. Neue Gesellschaft für bildende Kunst 
(Hrsg.). Berlin (West) : Elefanten Press, 1988. 84 S. : Ill.
54  It should be noted that a number of large scale 
Soviet photo-art exhibitions took place in the West, 
especially in the USA during this period, in which 
photographers from Moscow and St. Petersburg 
dominated, and to a large degree created the 
background or the general view about photography 
in the USSR, even though the style of Latvian authors 
was quite different. See, for example, Walker, Joseph; 
Ursitti, Christopher; McGinnis, Paul. Photo Manifesto. 
Contemporary Photography in the USSR. New York: 
Stewart, Tabori, & Chang, 1991, pp. 232. Vilnis Vītoliņš. Hardijs Lediņš. Circa 1985. Gelatin silver print. 40x30 cm. Property of the author.
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debatable55. The artistic side of either 
Latvian or Soviet photography did not 
get analyzed in foreign publications. 
The works were treated mainly as visual 
information about the world behind the 
Iron Curtain. The exhibition and photo 
album Tikšanās ar Padomju Savienību: 
fotogrāfisks dialogs [A Meeting with the 
Soviet Union: a Photographic Dialogue]56, 
created by the Bielefeld University of 
Applied Sciences should be examined, 
as it was one of the first significant 
exhibitions of Latvia’s new photography 
in the West at the end of the 1980s. The 
album came out in 1989 in German and 
Russian, and among the photographers 
representing the USSR were Latvian 
authors Inta Ruka, Andrejs Grants, Egons 
Spuris, Valts Kleins, Mārtiņš Zelmenis and 
Aivars Liepiņš. 
It should be borne in mind that 
photography in the West in the 1980s had 
a substantial background, well integrated 
with the history of 20th century art, in 
which the photographically documented 
collapsing empire’s exotic “Sovietism” 
could only have had a marginal place57. 
The Becher students or the so-called 
Dusseldorf school (Thomas Struth, 
Candida Höfer, Thomas Ruff, Axel Hütte 
et al.) continued to have a significant 

55  This question has been addressed in a number of 
1990s publications. For example, see Jacob, John P. 
“After Raskolnikov: Russian Photography Today.” Art 
Journal, Vol. 53, No. 2, Contemporary Russian Art 
Photography (Summer, 1994), pp.22–27.
56 Foto – Anna herung an die Sowjetunion : ein 
fotografischer Dialog : Ausst.-Katalog. Projekt der 
Fachhochschule Bielefeld. Hannover : Fackeltra ger, 
1989. 288 S. : Ill.
57  With a few exceptions – among them the continual 
inclusion within the context of international art, of 
Ukrainian photographer Boris Mikhailov’s, as well as 
Latvian photographer Inta Ruka’s works should be 
mentioned. 

role. Photography was often used within 
the framework of conceptual work, for 
example, in the creative work of Barbara 
Kruger58, Allan Sekula59, Sherrie Levine60 
et al. Ambiguous in content, visually 
impressive images have been created 
by Jeff Wall61, Cindy Sherman62 and 
others, using the means of expression of 
staged photography. The popularity of 
documental photography should also be 
noted. For example, Nan Goldin has used 
these in the creation of an intimate visual 
diary63, as has Magnum Photo Agency 
photographer Martin Parr in an ironic 
comment on consumer society.  In turn, 
the aesthetic heights of contemporary 
photography have been reached in the 
works of Helmut Newton and Robert 
Mapplethorpe. 
Returning to 1980s Latvia, it should be 
mentioned that our homo novus, or the 
new man, Vilnis Vītoliņš, was not among 
the photographers mentioned in Avots. 
His works cannot be found in 1980s 
publications in the press either. However, 

58  The 1980s works of Barbara Kruger are distinctive for 
their combination of black and white photographs with 
a laconic, text, reminiscent of an advertising slogan. 
59  Allan Sekula’s book Photography against the Grain: 
Essays and Photo Works 1973–1983 released in 1984 was 
particularly significant.
60  Sherrie Levine’s solo exhibition After Walker Evans 
(1980), in which Levine exhibited re-photographed 
American photographic classic Walker Evans’ 
photographs had a great impact. Appropriation art or 
breach of copyright?
61  Complex, expressive and extensive productions, rich 
in references to art history, typified the work of Jeff Wall.  
62  Cindy Sherman received attention with her Untitled 
Film Stills, (1977–1980) series, in which the author 
staged scenes from non-existent films where she 
becomes various stereotypical film heroines in each 
photo work. 
63  The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, (1986) series 
of photographs which, in their original form, 
were exhibited as slide projections with musical 
accompaniment.

the metaphoric train from the direction of 
Cesvaine64 had arrived and Vilnis Vītoliņš 
was at the epicentre of the creative 
searches and processes, but didn’t try to 
get his results immediately published. 
To explain the origins of Vilnis Vītoliņš’ 
creative style within the framework 
of this article, it’s possible to define a 
parallel movement to the 1980s “new 
photo wave” with a different group of 
confederates (Mārcis Bendiks, Gvido 
Kajons, Imants Žodžiks and Vilnis Vītoliņš), 
in which completely different challenges 
were proposed for photography. It 
could be said that these challenges were 
related to photography as a rational 
and perhaps even technocratic study of 
the capability of a scientific instrument, 
disavowing any kind of metaphoric 
or associative imagery, poeticism and 
metaphysics65, which were characteristic 
of the “new photo wave”. In this aspect 
the direction we have looked at has more 
in common with Western conceptualism 
(Robert Smithson, Edward Ruscha, 
“New Topographics”), than with Latvia’s 
post-war photo-art up till now. 
At the same time, conceptualists to a 
large degree also denied photography, 
as well as specific features of technology 
and the media, moving only one to 
the forefront – a partly or completely 
automated function providing a 
documental image. In contrast, in the 
direction we examined, the deciding role 

64  Reference to the opening episode of Anšlavs Eglītis’ 
novel Homo novus. See footnote No.1.
65  For example, photographer Andrejs Grants’ allusion 
to a “layer of symbols” in the image, influenced by art 
historian Erwin Panofsky’ theory, which cannot be 
rationally analyzed. See: Slava, Laima. Andrejs Grants. 
Fotogrāfijas. [Andrejs Grants. Photographs] Riga: 
Neputns, 2002, p. 15.
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was specifically photography’s technical 
aspect. It can be added that, in the 
1980s in Riga, this group of confederates 
focussed mainly on the investigation 
of the attributes of cameras, lenses and 
photographic film. For example, when 
1980s colour slides66 were shown in 
an informal atmosphere at a meeting, 
there was a lot of enthusiastic noise 

66  Meeting with Mārcis Bendiks, Vilnis Vītoliņš, Gvido 
Kajons, Imants Žodžiks in Riga, 25 August, 2009. 

when the projected re-photographed 
colour scale was seen. In discussions 
with Vilnis Vītoliņš, Mārcis Bendiks and 
Gvido Kajons,67 a number of principles 
crystallized that are important to 
the understanding of Vilnis Vītoliņš’s 
photographic style.
It’s important to note that creative 
searches at this time weren’t principally 

67  Discussion on 12 August 2009 at Dzimtmisa. The 
record of the discussion is in the author’s archive. 

related to the visual art field,68 but sooner 
could be interpreted as a struggle69 for 
the highest quality photo image, which 
could be gained using the highest quality 
photo equipment available at the time. 
“We had a different scale of values,” 
commented Vītoliņš. “We were sort of 
geeks, like there are now computer – 
overclockers70. If you couldn’t see a hair 
in the nose within a portrait, then you 
just weren’t up to it. That was a necessary 
prerequisite.”71

It has to be admitted that in an 
examination of the few available 1980s 
photo works from Vilnis Vītoliņš, the 
works do not show a consistency of 
theme or content or a consistency of 
attention72 – city views were mixed 
with portraits of friends, still lifes and 
snapshots, and it wasn’t possible to catch 
the author’s style. Still, in examining them 
today, one can distinguish elements in 
some of the works, which would later 
be  refined to the maximum and become 
Vītoliņš style, as an author: with his 
detailed and visual saturation and the 
specific humour.
As Vītoliņš admits, “I photographed 
whatever came across my path. I didn’t 

68  Gvido Kajons, whose photos were published and 
shown at exhibitions, can be considered an exception. 
69  Reference to the phrase “Cīņa par attēla kvalitāti” 
[Struggle for the quality of the image] used by Mārcis 
Bendiks. Cited in: Zelmenis, Mārtiņš. Vērojumi un 
piedzīvojumi..[Observations and Experiences..]
70  Overclockers – English jargon from the word 
overclocking: operating a microprocessor faster than its 
intended speed to increase its capacity.  
71  From here on in, unless indicated otherwise, 
V.Vītoliņš, M.Bendiks and G.Kajons are quoted from 
their discussion at Dzimtmisa on 12 August 2009. The 
record of the discussion is in the author’s archive. 
72  Whereas the 1980s “new photo wave” is character-
ized specifically by the method of creating voluminous, 
thematically and formally unified cycles and series of 
photographs.  

Thomas Struth. Vico dei Monti, Naples. 1988.  Photograph, 58.5 x 41.8 cm.

Courtesy the Tate Gallery, London. © Thomas Struth
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look for anything in particular. It was 
like a process without a beginning and 
without an end... Russians have a saying 
luchsheye – vrag horoshego73. There’s 
35-millimetre film, but you want a picture 
like that from a large format camera, 
which was an unattainable dream at that 
time, but now it’s unusable junk. (..) As 
it’s fashionable to say now, in a certain 
way that was our protest.” In commenting 
on the denial of the substantial and 
aesthetic principle widespread in 
mainstream camera club images in 
previous decades,74 Mārcis Bendiks 
added: “Categorically, we were against 
making unfocused pictures. Aesthetics 
also developed out of this.” 

The 1990s 

In this decade, the beginning marking the 
permanent end of the Soviet period, a lot 
of things started from nothing in Latvia, 
in visual art as well75. Two trends can be 
observed in the field of photography. 
The first one was the orientation towards 
the West and the choices made there. 
This could currently be interpreted as, in 

73  The essence of the statement could be paraphrased 
as Voltaire’s “The best is the enemy of the good”. 
74  It should be noted that a similar attitude to the 
formalistically oriented, photo-art cultivated in photo 
clubs, is also typical of other photographers born 
around 1955, whose activity could be connected 
with the 1980s “new photo wave”. Both Andrejs 
Grants as well as Mārtiņš Zelmenis have mentioned 
their attitude towards the so-called “salonism”. See: 
Slava, Laima. Andrejs Grants. Fotogrāfijas. [Andrejs 
Grants. Photographs] Riga: Neputns, 2002. Zelmenis, 
Mārtiņš. Vērojumi un piedzīvojumi.. [Observations and 
Experiences..]
75  For an overview about art processes in Latvia in 
the 1990s see: Astahovska, Ieva (Comp. and Editor) 
Deviņdesmitie. Laikmetīgā māksla Latvijā. [The 1990s. 
Contemporary Art in Latvia] Riga: Contemporary Art 
Centre], 2010, p. 566.

its own way, an act of self-colonization, 
the consequences and continuation of 
which can often still be experienced 
now. There is this inability or fear of art 
historians to independently evaluate 
local processes and in the propensity to 
blindly conform to opinions expressed 
in the West, which cannot always be 
considered to be competent. The second 
trend is referable to the whole uncritical 
denial developed in the Soviet period76, 
resulting in ignorance and in a selective 
interest in individual phenomena, pulling 
them out of their natural context and the 
preconditions through which they arose.
At the beginning of the 1990s the 
recognition and inclusion of documental 
photography continued in photography 
specifically, and in contemporary art 
exhibition circles, to a great degree 
thanks to the activities of curator Helēna 
Demakova, Vidvuds Ingelevičs77, and 
Philippe Legros.78 The inclusion of the 

76  In the field of photography the most striking 
confirmation of this trend was the fact that photos 
which were created in the Soviet period usually didn’t 
come to the attention of professional art institutions. 
As there weren’t any institutionally created photo work 
collections for the period from the mid 1960s until the 
end of the 1980s, nowadays, researchers and others 
interested find it almost impossible to find out about 
Latvia’s 20th century photo-art history, and opinions are 
largely formed based only on the public statements 
of the most active representatives of the 1980s “new 
photo wave”.  
77  Vidvuds Ingelevičs (Vid Ingelevic, 1952), artist, writer 
and curator, living and working in Toronto. He was 
the curator for two significant Latvian photographic 
exhibitions during this period: the participation of 
twelve Latvian photographers in the exhibition of 
100 Eastern European authors at L’Année de l’Est at the 
Musée de l’Elysée in Lausanne, Switzerland in 1990, 
and the Latvian Photographers in the Age of Glasnost 
exhibition at the Toronto Photographers Workshop 
Gallery, Toronto, Canada (1991.18.05.–22.06.), which 
travelled to a number of other art galleries in Canada 
until 1993. 
78  Curator Philippe Legros together with Helēna 
Demakova created the “Pieci no Rigas” [Five From Riga] 

work of 12 photographers from Latvia 
79 in the “Eastern Year” exhibition of 100 
Eastern European photographers in 1990 
in Lausanne at the Musée de l’Élysée photo 
museum can be considered to have been 
significant. The year 1991 marks at least 
two internationally significant events: 
The “Comrades & Cameras: Photographs 
from Latvia and Other Soviet Republics”80 
exhibition in the USA, as well as the 
“Latvian photographers in the age of 
glasnost”81 exhibition in Canada. The 
fact should also be mentioned, that in 
an album accompanying a 1980s Soviet 
photographic exhibition “Changing 
Reality: Recent Soviet Photography”,82 
two of Inta Ruka’s photographs from 
the “My Country People”83 series were 
reproduced – she was the only author 

(Fem från Riga) exhibition at the Kulturhuset, Stockholm 
(27.09–3.11.1991). Artists Aija Zariņa, Ojārs Feldbergs, 
Ojārs Pētersons, Oļegs Tillbergs, and photographer 
Uldis Briedis participated in the exhibition. 
79  Uldis Brauns, Uldis Briedis, Jānis Buls, Andrejs 
Grants, Gvido Kajons, Valts Kleins, Aivars Liepiņš, Vilis 
Rīdzenieks, Modris Rubenis, Inta Ruka, Egons Spuris, 
Mārtiņš Zelmenis.
80  Pollock, C., Ruth, P. (eds.) Comrades & Cameras: 
Photographs from Latvia and Other Soviet Republics. 
Santa Barbara: Santa Barbara Museum of Art, 1992, 
48 p. Authors from Latvia: Vilnis Auziņš, Uldis Balga, 
Igors Baruļins, Voldemārs Bechs, Aldis Birznieks, 
Uldis Briedis, Vladimirs Gailis, Andrejs Grants, Gvido 
Kajons, Juris Kalniņš, Valts Kleins, Viktors Kolpakovs, 
Andrejs Krauze, Jānis Kreicbergs, Raimo Lielbriedis, 
Imants Puriņš, Modris Rubenis, Inta Ruka, Aleksandrs 
Samuilovs, Egons Spuris, Vaira Strautniece, Andrejs 
Trusinskis, Leonīds Tugaļevs, and Mārtiņš Zelmenis.
81  Ingelevics, Vid (ed.) Latvian Photographers in the 
Age of Glasnost /  curated by Vid Ingelevics. Text in 
English and Latvian. Toronto : Toronto Photographers 
Workshop, 1991. p. 32. Authors: Uldis Briedis, Andrejs 
Grants, Gvido Kajons, Valts Kleins, Aivars Liepiņš, Inta 
Ruka, and Mārtiņš Zelmenis.
82  Bendavid-Val, Leah (ed.) Changing Reality: Recent 
Soviet Photography. Starwood Publishing in association 
with The Corcoran Gallery of Art, Virginia, USA, 1991, 
p. 132.
83  Bendavid-Val, Leah (ed.) Changing Reality, p. 22, p. 23. 
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from Latvia, whose works were included 
in this publication. Art historian Helēna 
Demakova also mentions Valts Kleins 
participation in the Baltic Sea Biennale in 
Rostock (1992).84 
In the early and mid 1990s a number 
of photographers organized solo 
exhibitions in Riga, emphasizing the 
documental nature of photo works (this 
was, for example, stated in the review 
of Atis Ieviņš’s photographic exhibition: 
“Nothing here has been imagined, just 
seen, as he himself says. Atis doesn’t revel, 
doesn’t embellish or dramatize: he takes 
life, reality just as it is – like a hunter, or 
a doctor or a professional,”85 whereas 
Andrejs Grants’s photography is described 
by the words “photography captures the 
moment, and this is real, more real than 
anything in other types of media”86. 
In turn, a re-examination of history or 
photo archives was typical at the end 
of the 1990s. Artist and photographer 
Zenta Dzividzinska exhibited a previously 
unpublished and unexhibited collection 
of photo works in 1999. In the late 1960s 
she had came onto the scene briefly with 
an impact and an extraordinary outlook, 
and an interest both in the graphic 
qualities of the photographic image, 
and an unusual range of themes for the 
photo art of that time (which could be 

84  Demakova, Helēna. Robežpārkāpēji jeb daži 
teorētiski pārspriedumi un vēsturiski fakti par Latvijas 
netradicionālo mākslu. [Border Crossers or Some 
Theoretical Discussions and Historical Facts about 
Latvia’s Non-traditional Art] Book: Zoom Faktors.[Zoom 
Factor] Catalogue. Riga: SMMC-Riga, 1994, p. 16.
85  Raiskuma, Ieva.  “Sev, čomiem un citiem.” [For Me, My 
Chums and Others] Literatūra. Māksla. Mēs, 1996, 31st 
Oct.–7th Nov., p. 8. 
86  Slava, Laima. “Andreja Granta fotoizstāde.” [Andrejs 
Grants’ Photo Exhibition] Atmoda Atpūtai, 1993, 12th 
Jun., p. 32.

described in brief with the words “the 
everyday in a country homestead”). The 
large format photocopies were associated 
with the exhibition practice of Western 
photography (Dusseldorf School), 
whereas their content and formal aspects 
could be interpreted from the viewpoint 
of both feminist theory or gender studies, 
as well as in the context of the wider 
history of photography.
In this decade too a sense of a new 
beginning could be felt, with a new 
generation of authors emerging in 
exhibition life, who, of course, as usual 
disassociated themselves from the order 
established by their predecessors. For 
instance, a shining example was the 
work of Arnis Balčus at the end of the 
1990s87, which referred much more to 
the established Western photographic 
traditions of the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s 
(Cindy Sherman, Wolfgang Tillmans et 
al.), than to the local background and its 
history. 
Turning to the photography of the 
Western world in the 1990s, it was 
known for both the use of the snapshot, 
a pointed inattention to form, the 
developed and established denial of the 
aesthetics typical of the modernist period 
(Wolfgang Tillmans) and the interaction 
of fashion and advertising aesthetics with 
the world of art and its language (David 
LaChapelle, Anton Corbijn). It was also 
known for its monumental and detailed 
portrayals of consumer society (Andreas 
Gursky), and an incessant absorption with 
the existence of man, “cast” into the world 

87  Selbstsucht Macht Frei solo exhibition at Agija 
Sūna Gallery, Riga 1998; works at the Ars Baltica 2nd 
Photo-art Triennial at Kiel, Rostock, Vilnius, Dresden, 
Bergen, Espo in 1999. 

in a Heidegger-like spirit (Rineke Dijkstra, 
Thomas Ruff). 
It only remains to be added that during 
this decade, Vilnis Vītoliņš disappeared for 
a time from the gaze of the art researcher.

The 2000s 

With the beginning of the new century 
our homo novus appeared on the stage 
a second time88, quite extravagantly and 
in a sense in the situation where there 
was no other competition. The youngest 
generation authors were fighting for 
recognition and attention, many of his 
contemporaries had already become local 
or world scale classics or at least opinion 
leaders, and a number of the older 
generation of photographers, whose 
Soviet period achievements had been 
re-evaluated and had turned out to be 
needed in today’s cultural environment, 
had experienced a new recognition or 
a rehabilitation of sorts. In this context 
Vītoliņš’s claim on his territory in Latvian 
art was unexpected and unforeseen. It’s 
only natural that this hadn’t happened 
earlier: at the beginning of the 2000s, 
the visual cultural and art backdrop in 
Latvia had finally developed and matured. 
The context for this type of thinking 
and approach had also developed 
(Vītoliņš’s works formed hyper-links 
with countless projects, which had been 
implemented throughout the world), and 
the knowledge accumulated in previous 
decades and the undeniably important 
progress in photo equipment had also 
been significant (digital technology 
finally could provide those “necessary 

88  Vilnis Vītoliņš’s first solo exhibition, Vol.II at Agija Sūna 
Gallery in Riga in 2005. 
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preconditions”, about which one could 
only dream in the 1980s89). 
In the 100 Rooms project begun in 
2006, the author unswervingly moved 
to large formats, in which he combined 
the rationally technocratic aspect of 
photography with a splendid visuality, 
which in turn, willingly or unwillingly 
was associated with that very same 
aestheticism, against which the majority 
of photo exhibition critics since the 
1980s had been so negatively, or at least 
suspiciously disposed. Isn’t it a little 
too beautiful? A little too estranged? 
Where is the third, “symbolic” level or 
hidden poeticism here which can’t be 
expressed in words and to which we’re 
accustomed to searching for in Latvia? To 
a large degree, under the influence of the 
1980s “new photo wave”, the dominating 
direction of metaphysical photographic 
interpretation in Latvia foresaw a search 
for the “meaning” or “message” in the 
photograph, the capture of a significant 
or full moment, a certain amount of 
positive emotion (sincerity, truth, honesty, 
openness etc.), without even permitting 
the possibility that completely different 
qualities could also be found in a 
photograph which should be analysed in 
different categories.  
The arrival of Vilnis Vītoliņš was received 
with incomprehension and confusion, 
because “it’s not done like that here” (“The 
rich life/interior stories photographed 
by Vilnis Vītoliņš, although they are 

89  Vilnis Vītoliņš in 2006 admitted: “It’s not hard to make 
a high quality picture. But the most important thing – 
why make the picture?” Vītoliņš, Vilnis. “Pirmā sērija: 
Vilnis Vītoliņš par “fotošopu”, skaistumu un fotogrāfijas 
maģiju.” [First Series. Vilnis Vītoliņš on ‘photo-shop’, 
Beauty and the Magic of Photography] A.Tīfentāle. Foto 
Kvartāls, No.1(1). 2006, p. 50.

extremely captivating visually for a 
moment, still also beg the question, 
just like the 1950s British pop collage 
author Richard Hamilton – is that 
really all that makes today’s homes so 
different, so appealing? I really don’t 
understand whether the author had 
methodically researched the state of 
affairs of contemporary art, or whether 
this splendour came from within him. In 
both cases the result is respectable from a 
successful marketing point of view.”90)
In turn Jānis Borgs greets the new one 
with a suitable pathos: “the theme’s 
artistic insight and monumentality, 
Rubenesque Rembrandtesque grasp is 
unique. Undoubtedly, the grand format 
of the work had a special significance (..). 
There’s a feeling that the huge American 
super-carrier Nimitz had entered the 
Daugava among the usual boats (..) In 
every respect, this arrival is so impressive 
that we have the right to perceive this as 
the promise of a new Herculean heroic 
deed in art.”91

Much new has arrived in Latvian 
contemporary art with the works 
of homo novus, or Vilnis Vītoliņš. In 
analyzing Vilnis Vītoliņš’s photo works, 
references from contemporary new 
media theory are much more useful, 
than the  “amateurism – artistic value” or 
“salonism – truthfulness” dichotomies 
from the Soviet and post-Soviet period, 
discussed in camera club and photo 
studio circles. 
The presence and importance of the 

90  Lejasmeijere, Ieva. “Māksla būvē tiltus – redzamus un 
neredzamus.” [Art Builds Bridges – Visible and Invisible 
Ones] Kultūras Forums, No. 9(298), 2008, 29th Feb.–7th 
March, p. 7. 
91  Borgs, Jānis. “Latvijas foto privātā dzīve.” [Latvian 
Photo’s Private Life] Studija, Nr. 68, 2009, pp. 18–19.

aesthetic aspect in Vilnis Vītoliņš’s works 
cannot be denied. It does however differ 
significantly from the sort of aestheticism 
that has been discussed in Latvia up till 
now. The aesthetics of Vītoliņš’s photo 
works is not based on associative imagery 
in the spirit of symbolism or romanticism. 
It also doesn’t allude to the “captured” 
moment’s incidental hypothetical 
aesthetics. Rather, these works have a 
refined digital – optical aestheticism. One 
could refer to Paul Virilio’s “Big Optics”92, 
which, in a fundamental way, reduces 
the distance between the person and the 
world. Vītoliņš’s big optics eliminates those 
visible and invisible boundaries which 
separate the viewer from foreign private 
interiors, allowing and even inviting one 
to examine their images carefully and 
unhurriedly.  
The renaissance perspective is 
maintained in the photo works, but, as 
opposed to the understanding of the 
canonical Alberti on perspective, at times 
it can also be a little “nonlinear”, photo-
optically defined. Although the works 
show signs of documental photography, 
the thrill of the game and an inkling 
of the staged is also present, as well 
as a visually manipulative layer (which 
is formed by the minimal interference 
in the existing interior, as well as the 
captured photo material’s finishing 
process, in which the tonality and 
colouring get redone). The temptation to 
call these works photorealistic93 and not 

92  Virilio, Paul. “Big Optics.” In: On Justifying the 
Hypothetical Nature of Art and the Non-Identicality Within 
the Object World. Robert Fleck, E.A. (ed.) Köln: Walther 
Koenig, 1992, pp. 82–93. 
93  According to new media theoretician Lev Manovich, 
the special type of image created by photography 
and cinema dominates 20th century culture. → 
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photographic images is great, however 
the photographic vision is at the core of 
the work. 
From the structural aspect the 100 Rooms 
series can be viewed as a typical aesthetic 
example of a database, i.e. neither the 
series nor the individual works have a 
narrative. The absence of narrative as a 
typical sign of a database is mentioned 
by Manovich, emphasizing that stories 
do not get told in a database, but that 
a collection of independent elements 
gets created in which one can move 
in various directions. In 100 Rooms 
there isn’t a story or a storyteller in the 
traditional sense. In looking at works in 
an exhibition or a book, we don’t find 
out the piquant or sentimental nuances 
about the photographed person’s private 
life and the relationship with the author 
of the photograph. In the same way too 
the choice of a particular work and the 
order don’t create a story, but rather 
represent elements of a database – the 
collated material, through criteria known 
to the author, which like an illusory space 
becomes accessible to the navigation of 
the viewer.
Contemporary studies of database 
aesthetics connect such a principle with 
contemporary “symbolic form” – if Erwin 
Panofsky named linear perspective as the 
symbolic form of the modern age, then 
the database is the symbolic form of the 
computer age, a new way to structure 
our experience about ourselves and the 

→  Correspondingly, everything that we, in the 
computer age, can call a realistic depiction (even in 
relation to completely computer generated images), in 
essence is a digitally created or imitated photorealistic 
depiction, i.e. it doesn’t represent reality, but attempts 
to emulate a photograph of reality. See: Manovich, 
Lev. The Language of New Media. Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2002.

world.94 The database in its broadest 
sense can be considered today’s cultural 
foundation, and “database becomes 
the centre of the creative process in the 
computer age”95. 
In visual art and especially in 
photography, the cataloguing trend, 
which can be associated with database 
formation, already began in the 
modernism period with the works of 
August Sander96 and Karl Blossfeldt97. The 
trend experienced a certain continuation 
in the 1960s and 1970s in American 
conceptualism, for example in Edward 
Ruscha’s 16 photo-books (1963–1978).
Each of them contain one thematic 
series of photos – for example, the 
first book Twenty-six Gasoline Stations, 
(1963) consists of 26 black and white 
photographs, in which gasoline stations 
are pictured on the side of the highway. 
Each image has a caption which denotes 
where the station is located. Edward 
Ruscha emphasized the seeming 
impersonal, insipid nature of the 
photographs: “what I was looking for, 
was no-style or a non-statement with 
no-style”98. Whereas, in the Thirty-four 

94  See: Manovich, Lev. The Language of New Media. 
pp. 218–219.
95  Ibid, p. 226. 
96  August Sander’s 20th Century People – a portrait 
of German society, which was created as a visual 
encyclopaedia, a catalogue of persons. Part of a huge 
collection, first published in Antlitz der Zeit (1929) 
representing professions and classes.
97  Karl Blossfeldt’s collections of close up photographs 
of plants remind one in the most direct way of 
databases – the tradition of herbarium development in 
botany. In addition, Blossfeldt’s photographs also have 
the Latin names of plants, which emphasize the sci-
entific and objective classification function, which has 
been bestowed on photographs. The most significant 
publications – Urformen der Kunst (1928), Wundergarten 
der Natur (1932), Wunder in der Natur (1942).
98  Edward Ruscha cited in: Edwards, Steve. “Photography 

Parking Lots in Los Angeles, (1967) book 
of photos, Edward Ruscha ordered aerial 
photography of empty car parks around 
Los Angeles. Even though Ruscha is not 
even the author of these photographs, 
and photographs are practical, objective 
documents, certain aesthetic aspects 
are revealed in these rather non-artistic 
pictures99 – the regular pattern of the car 
parking lines which are not visible from a 
pedestrian or driver’s point of view etc.
It should be added that the neutral, 
factual titles for Ruscha’s books of 
photos can also be linked with Vītoliņš’ 
selected title for his “100 Rooms” series. 
But here too the paths of Vītoliņš and 
conceptualism diverge. For example, even 
if one could distinguish a certain striving 
for neutrality (objectivity) and no-style 
in Vītoliņš photos, the view always gets 
subjugated to the circumstances. Its 
choice is underpinned by the necessity 
to include as much important detail as 
possible in the picture. In the portraits 
too, the people differ in behaviour – one 
encounters posed portraits, others 
captured as if in the midst of activity, or 
freely mixing a deliberate masquerade 
in front of the camera with an imitated 
“invisible photographer” method. 
In a thematic sense the collection of 
interiors is nothing original. The “100 
Rooms” is made unique by its subjects 
(a selection of residents of Latvia and 
their home interiors). A similar theme 
was addressed by many contemporary 
photographers at the end of the 20th 

out of Conceptual Art.” In: Themes in Contemporary 
Art. Eds. P. Gill and P. Wood. New Haven, London: Yale 
University Press, 2004, p. 144.
99  Iversen, Margaret. “Following Pieces: On Performative 
Photography.” In: Photography Theory. Ed. J. Elkins. New 
York, London: Routledge, 2007, p. 96.
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century and beginning of the 21st 
century, including Candida Höfer, Bert 
Teunissen, Kuo-min Lee, Lamya Gargash, 
Michael Wolf, Kyle Cassidy and Eamonn 
McCabe. Walter Benjamin has already 
pointed to a certain fascination with the 
private (bourgeois and intimate, not the 
aristocratic and parade) interior, which 
accurately also explains today’s viewers’ 
interest in “100 Rooms”: “The interior 
is an art sanctuary. The collector is the 
interiors’ permanent resident: he takes on 
the task of clarifying things. He comes to 
fulfil Sisyphus’ honourable task: storing 
things in his possession, shaking off their 
character as goods. Still, in place of their 
value as things to be used, he allocates 
to them merely a worship value. The 
imagined world of the collector is not 
only distant and past; it’s also a better 
world in which people are both provided 
with what they need, as minimally as in 
the every day world, however things don’t 
have to do duties or have to be useful. 
For an individual their interior is not just 
their universe, but also their framework. 
To live – means to leave footprints. The 
interior emphasizes these footprints. 
Coverings and casings, sheaths and cases 
are thought up in great quantities and 
the items used every day leave their mark 
there. Only the marks of the resident 
remain on the interior. Detective stories 
develop, which follow these footprints.”100

Vilnis Vītoliņš mainly chooses the 
people who live in these interiors for 
his photography – “collectors”, who 

100  Benjamin, Walter. “Paris, Hauptstadt des XIX 
Jahrhunderts”. In: Illuminationen. Ausgewahlte Schriften. 
Hrsg. S.Unseld. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1955. Cited in: 
Benjamins, Valters. “Parīze, 19. gs. galvaspilsēta”. In: 
Iluminācijas. Transl.: I. Ījabs. Riga: Contemporary Art 
Centre, 2005, pp. 197–198.

also justify and underpin the need 
for contemporary “Big Optics”. As 
pointed out by Art Historian Jekaterina 
Vikuļina, Vītoliņš’s works “have a strange 
laconicism, they strive for extravagance. 
The fantastic piles of items give these 
photographs an almost ornamental 
nature (..). This love for detail and rich 
decor combined with a certain frivolity, 
in the style of Fragonard or Watteau, 
make Vītoliņš’s creative works a sort of 
contemporary version of Rococo.”101 
The emotional restraint in homo novus’ 
photographic viewpoint at least in one 
aspect has something in common with 
the legendary world famous 1955  Family 
of Man photo exhibition, mentioned 
at the beginning of this essay. In the 
100 Rooms series each photographed 
personality deserves an equal amount of 
respect, and there’s nothing critical or of 
a commentary nature in the photographs 
(if such an interpretation is possible, then 
it could arise in the mind of the viewer, 
in looking over the database elements 
offered, which of itself doesn’t anticipate 
this or a different type of reading).

101  Vikuļina, Jekaterina. Vilnis Vītoliņš. 100 istabas. 
[100 Rooms] In: Private. Latvijas mūsdienu fotogrāfijas 
izstāde = Private. Exhibition of Contemporary Photog-
raphy from Latvia. Ed. A. Tīfentāle. Riga: Uksus, 2008, 
p. 182.
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