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The New Wave of Photography:  

The Role of Documentary Photography in Latvian Art 

Scene during Glasnost Era 

 
Alise Tifentale, The City University of New York, USA 

 

 

The paper discusses a group of Latvian photographers whose work precisely 

responded to the public expectations of the period and the rhetoric of a political 

change in the mid-1980s. The work of these photographers in general was 

based on a denial of values nurtured in Latvian art photography during the 

previous decades, and bringing forward a new set of goals to be reached in 

photography. Likewise, the dominant public opinion was oriented towards a 

denial of anything that reminded the Soviet past in favour of the enthusiastic 

greeting of the new era. 

 

Opposition between Old and New 

Art critic Janis Borgs describes the local consequences of Mikhail 

Gorbachev‘s glasnost and perestroika in Latvia highlighting the abolition of 

censorship that ‗brought about an unprecedented surge of public opinion‘ 

(Borgs, 2005). The public opinion was dominated by the National Awakening 

movement, the idea of restoring country‘s independence and ‗generally 

expectant mood‘ (Plakans, 2009: 519).  

The general discourse of the revolutionary but non-violent movement
1
 

often stated a binary opposition between ‗them‘ and ‗us‘ (Ardava, 2009), the 

Soviet past to be denied and the independent future to be expected. For 

instance, the campaign ‗No to the metro!‘ in 1988 was based on environmental 

issues and dissatisfaction with Soviet workforce migration policy that were 

considered to be a major threat of Latvian national identity. This protest against 

a specific urban transportation project aligned with the stance against Soviet 

rule as a whole and a public demand for a completely new, democratic 

approach to decision making. Similarly, a wish for changes associated with 

perestroika were spreading in other fields as well, demanding changes in 

culture, education, economics etc.  

 

                                                 
1
Non-violent mass demonstrations took place in Riga in the late 1980s, culminating in the 

Baltic Way in 1989, a human chain joining three Baltic states Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 
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Preconditions of Photography’s New Role 

Also some important events in visual arts expressed a similar binary 

opposition, preferring the new language of contemporary art to the old or 

traditional values still based on socialist realism principles maintained by the 

official Soviet art institutions. The new language included the use of media 

previously not related to visual arts, such as installations and objects in the 

programmatic exhibition Nature. Environment. Man in 1984 (Demakova, 

2004).        

Significantly, several photographic works were included in the exhibition 

(photomontages by designer Valdis Celms), obviously breaking the tradition of 

Soviet cultural policy that excluded photography from the list of art media.  

Including photography in an art exhibition can be interpreted as a 

revolutionary act itself, an act of trespassing borders of the Soviet official art. 

The generation of trespassers, as recent scholarship on Latvian art in the 1980s 

(e.g., Borgs, 2005) has labelled the young artists actively shaping the avant-

garde art scene, paved the way to further establishing the role of photography 

in visual arts during the glasnost decade. 

One of the most problematic aspects of photography in the mid-1980s was 

its status within Soviet media hierarchy. Officially, photography was not 

related to the field of professional visual art that was dominated by painting, 

graphic arts and sculpture.  

Although the terms ‗photographic art‘ and ‗photographic artist‘ were used 

widely in press, they denoted a specific form of amateur activity centred round 

camera clubs. Such clubs, a ‗distinct phenomenon of late totalitarian society‘ 

(Klavins, 1999: 13), were founded in the mid-1960s and operated in virtually 

every zavod, kombinat and kolkhoz as a part of officially organized cultural life 

of the working class.  

The amateur status defined the overall stylistic trends of Latvian 

photographic art at the dawn of glasnost. The somewhat escapist aesthetic 

(Klavins, 1999; Patek, 2009) and ‗romantic atmosphere‘ (Stigneev, 2004: 70) 

was proliferated by participation of the clubs and their individual members in 

the international salons of photography. These salons or juried exhibitions 

provided a much sought-after communication (albeit by mail, not in person) 

with the world on the other side of the Iron Curtain.  

Furthermore, the acceptance of one‘s photographs in these salons offered 

the photographers chances to win FIAP
1
 honorary titles, then a prestigious sign 

of recognition from the outside world. Striving for awards, the photographers 

deliberately followed the approved methods of successful entrants and repeated 

selected formal techniques for years (Patek, 2009). This trend resulted in ‗an 

                                                 
1
FIAP, Fédération Internationale de l'Art Photographique or the International Federation of 

Photographic Art was founded in 1950 with the aim to promote photographic art on a 

worldwide scale. In the 1960s and 1970s international juried exhibitions – salons of 

photography with FIAP patronage operated virtually in all countries (except Communist bloc). 

The Federation awards the honorary titles AFIAP (Artiste FIAP) and EFIAP (Excellence FIAP) 

on the basis of quantitative results, i.e., on the number of accepted works in the international 

salons with FIAP patronage.  
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aestheticised photo-salonism, an elementary and sometimes in its directness a 

naive sensuality‘ (Klavins, 1999: 13), a feature characteristic to much of the 

photography shown in Latvian camera club exhibitions in the late 1970s – 

early 1980s.  

 

Emergence of the New Wave 

The marginalized social status of amateur photography and its stagnated 

aesthetics in the 1980s formed a solid tradition to be challenged by the new 

generation of photographers. Photographers Marcis Bendiks, Andrejs Grants, 

Gvido Kajons, Valts Kleins, Inta Ruka, Martins Zelmenis and others have been 

labelled as a ‗new wave‘ of photography (Demakova, 1999: 22). In their early 

thirties, they had started out in the locally specific niche of camera clubs and 

amateur photography but soon concluded that their vision was outside the 

circuit of local club exhibitions and international salons of photography.  

The new wave photographers followed the binary pattern of neglecting the 

Soviet past. The approach of the new wave was based on documentary 

photography, aligning its alleged truthfulness with overall glasnost rhetoric of 

openness and directness. The documentary imagery was clearly positioned 

against the established pictorial aesthetics of camera clubs. 

Such a position was favoured by the avant-garde art scene, including 

curators and art critics as Helena Demakova, and publications as Avots 

magazine
1
, the leading Latvian intelligentsia‘s medium of the National 

Awakening era. The documentary language of the new wave photography 

flowed into the budding contemporary art scene, continuing the process of 

removing borders between art media and other media led by the trespassers 

generation.  

Documentary photography ‗shifted into the dominant ―fine art‖ context‘ 

(Visser, 1998: 233) and was announced ‗a new medium in our exhibition 

practice gaining equal terms with paintings, graphic, sculpture, installations, 

video, etc.‘ (Demakova, 2000: 389). Demakova has even proposed to define 

the documentary approach as one of the key stylistic means of Latvian 

contemporary art of the 1980s and 1990s, adding that ‗it is not just a stylistic 

technique, but also a sense of the world and time‘ (Demakova, 2000: 363).   

However, a distinction should be made marking the boundaries of what 

was described with the term ‗documentary‘ photography. Although Latvian 

photographers were ‗freed to picture even the ugliest truths‘ (Svede, 2004: 

243), the new documentary imagery was aesthetically sophisticated, reserved 

and meditative. In Latvia, it was never confused with photojournalism
2
 with its 

                                                 
1
In the first volume of Avots magazine published in 1987, the following photographers 

associated with the new wave had their portfolios included: Gvido Kajons  (issue 1), Gints 

Berzins (2), Inta Ruka (4), Martins Zelmenis (8), Valts Kleins (9). 
2
Although the Western critics discussed the incorporation of the photojournalism in the art 

scene in the late 1980s (Schwartz, 1990), it was never the issue in Soviet Latvia as there were 

no direct equivalents of the art world (art market) and mass media in the Western 

interpretation.  
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narrative and sometimes aggressive stances, and rarely it represented any 

‗shock-pleasure‘ (Welchman, 1994: 9) value or exoticized brutality associated 

in the West with photography from the Soviet Union (Petrovsky, 2009).  

In an early publication, Demakova (1991) has identified some aspects of 

the new wave that exceeded the field of photography and spread to Latvian 

contemporary art of the late 1980s and early 1990s. These aspects were shared 

by the photographers regardless of differences in style and subjects.   

First, the new wave photographers chose their subjects directly related to 

the social reality of the moment. For instance, photographers Gvido Kajons and 

Marcis Bendiks depicted the Sovietised city environment, generally unkempt 

but decorated with absurd propaganda slogans. Inta Ruka portrayed inhabitants 

of Balvi, a far-away village in Latvia, against a backdrop of the modest 

interiors of their homes. In more indirect ways, the social reality appeared in 

works of art realized in other media in the mid-1980s (Umblija, 2004). 

Second, the photographers presented their work as thematically unified 

series (Demakova, 1991). Although such method in the late 1980s was nothing 

new in Western photography, it was novelty in Soviet Latvia where camera 

clubs sustained the tradition of exhibiting single and unique works. Portraits of 

village people by Inta Ruka since the 1980s were continuously gathered in 

series My Country People. Both Marcis Bendiks and Gvido Kajons have 

presented their cityscapes under the title Theme 011. A decade later Demakova 

(2000) has argued that seriality in the late 1980s became a widespread mode of 

presenting the work also in painting, digital prints, etc.   

 
 

Research Methods  
 

The ongoing research on Latvian photography is partially based on relevant 

art history approaches, and partially on communication studies, especially 

borrowing from the methods of discourse analysis.  

Methodology from the field of art history, most notably some aspects of the 

Social history of art and formal analysis, have been applied in order to evaluate 

the photographic works and the social context of their creation.  

Works by several photographers (Gvido Kajons, Inta Ruka, Andrejs 

Grants) were accessed in the collection of Riga Contemporary Art Museum. 

Other works are located in private collections and archives, some are evaluated 

in reproductions.  

The researcher has applied discourse analysis methodology to the 

statements made by photographers and curators in publications from the 1980s, 

adding personal interviews with photographers recorded in 2009-2011.  

The same methodology was applied to the publications of the late 1980s in 

order to identify the specific Latvian National Awakening public debate within 

the more general rhetoric of glasnost and the ways it constructed the world 

view and identity (Paltridge, 2006).  

The discourse analysis methods allow to draw parallels between the ‗socio-

cultural tradition of negative images about the Other‘ (Van Dijk, 2001: 361) 
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and its eventual appearances within the subtler discussion on Latvian 

contemporary art of the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

  

 
Findings and Discussion   

 
The works and the statements of the new wave photographers in the late 

1980s are related to the same binary opposition that characterizes the rhetoric 

of glasnost in Latvia. Affirming an active position against the Soviet amateur 

photography tradition, Marcis Bendiks comments his photograph Courtyard in 

Blaumana street (1985)
1
: ‗My relationship with the Riga Camera Club was 

rather ambiguous, therefore I couldn‘t miss an opportunity to document the 

footprints of salon photography giants [that they have left behind] in the 

courtyard of their club while bringing the name of Soviet Latvia to the world
2
‘ 

(Bendiks, 2010).  

According to Helena Demakova, the new wave photographers brought 

documentary photography into the field of visual art (Demakova, 2000). The 

new discourse related to this documentary work also brought in several new 

specific topics that added width to contemporary art criticism and 

interpretation in Latvia. These topics originate in technical processes of 

photography, but the questions they stirred have influenced the Latvian 

contemporary art scene as a whole.  

First, sharp focus was an indication of utmost importance regarding the 

sheer technical quality of a photographic image for several photographers. 

Sharpness of a photographic image represented a rational, exact and objective 

attitude (especially in the work of photographers Marcis Bendiks, Gvido 

Kajons, Vilnis Vitolins). Such objectivity is related to the notions of openness 

and transparency of glasnost.  

Soft focus, on the contrary, at the moment started to signify concealment 

and even hypocrisy. It was also associated with the lingering impact of 

emotionally centred pictorial photography that was still popular among the 

members of camera clubs.  

Struggling with the available equipment and darkroom supplies, some of 

the photographers expressed their disapproval of amateur photography‘s style 

where visually pleasing motif often prevailed over other qualities.  

Photographer Vilnis Vitolins comments: ‗We had a different scale of values. 

We were sort of geeks, like there are now computer overclockers. If you 

couldn‘t see a hair in the nose within a portrait, then you just weren‘t up to it. 

                                                 
1
The photograph depicts a sunlit piece of asphalt with footprints of a large dog pressed deep 

into the surface while the asphalt was freshly laid. 
2
Riga Camera Club was one of the leading camera clubs, boosting an impresive collection of 

FIAP and other international awards and titles that the members had earned from the mid-

1960s. This club in the 1980s could be regarded as a symbol of Soviet amateur photography 

and its organizational structure. 
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That was a necessary prerequisite‘
1
 (quoted in Tifentale, 2011: 22). 

Photographer Marcis Bendiks adds: ―Categorically, we were against making 

unfocussed pictures. Aesthetics also developed out of this‖ (quoted in 

Tifentale, 2011: 22). Bendiks here relates to a set of his own and Vitolins‘ 

photographs created in the 1980s that tested the limits of available equipment 

regardless the subject (i.e., the subject was unimportant and could be accidental 

and prosaic, as a pair of trousers or a coin).  

Second, full-frame printing became a principal issue. The camera club 

photographers, on the contrary, often used cropping as a creative tool 

(Tifentale, 2000). Therefore in the late 1980s cropping, just like soft focus, was 

associated with telling half-truth or even deliberately lying. Staying honest and 

avoiding any deceit was essential for the new wave photographers (Grants, 

1999). Therefore not cropping the frame was a photographer‘s aesthetic or 

formal choice and at the same time an ethical choice, a statement of 

truthfulness related to values maintained also by rhetoric of glasnost. For 

example, Kajons has explained his method as ‗hundred percent frame – 

framing has been done during shooting‘ (quoted in Zandere, 2000: 24). Many 

of the new wave photographers have supported similar position, often printing 

their work on larger sheets of paper and leaving the black borders showing the 

edges of negative (e.g., Inta Ruka and her series My Country People).  

Third, the tonality of a photograph also could manifest a photographer‘s 

position against the ‗old‘ tradition. The calm, balanced and cool tonality was a 

useful tool in revealing an objective or rather neutral vision and also separating 

the work of new wave photographers and the amateur photography‘s 

expressive tonal exaggerations. Modifying contrast in the process of printing in 

order to make the print more dramatic-looking was a wide-spread effect in 

Latvian photographic art since the 1960s (Klavins, 1999). Deepened shadows 

and highlighted accents could give additional emotional value to portraits, 

nudes and cityscapes.  

The new wave photographers, on the other hand, never strived for 

immediate emotional appreciation of their work. Andrejs Grants has described 

the works by his contemporary Gvido Kajons with phrases like ‗technical 

sterility‘, ‗technocratic rationalism‘ and  ‗cool and analytical vision‘ (Grants, 

1987: 53).   

The nuanced grey tonality found in photographs of Kajons, Bendiks and 

other new wave photographers was partly adopted from the New Objectivity 

photography, partly dictated by their subjects (for instance, the dominantly 

grey features of a Soviet cityscape).  

Equally important, greyish tonality might have signalled an emotional 

weariness that could invoke further reflection on ‗people‘s estrangement from  

hypermediated surroundings‘ (Svede, 2004: 243).  

 

 

                                                 
1
From here on in, unless indicated otherwise, V. Vitolins, M. Bendiks and G. Kajons are 

quoted from an informal discussion at Dzimtmisa on 12
th

 August 2009. The record of the 

discussion is in the author‘s archive. Quotes translated into English by Ieva Lesinska-Geibere. 
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Conclusion  

 

Documentary photography introduced new topics in contemporary art 

discourse in Latvia in the late 1980s. Ethical issues as honesty, openness, 

truthfulness were manifested through mostly technical or formal aspects 

specific to the medium of photography. These issues belonged to the wider 

rhetoric of glasnost in Latvia and linked the public demand for all-embracing 

changes with new and locally significant phenomena in the art scene.  

The mentioned topics do not exhaust the impact of documentary images 

suddenly flowing into Latvian art scene after the glasnost era changes. Further 

enquiry could open new perspectives on media usage in Latvian art since the 

late 1980s, covering photography, video and early computer art. 

Transdisciplinary approach combining relevant methods from the field of art 

history, communication studies and other branches of humanities and social 

sciences could offer new readings of the Soviet period art in Latvia that still 

lacks comprehensive research.  
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