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fine arts of Soviet Latvia. According to the magazine Māksla (Art), around 1962 composi-
tions drawn in the batik technique were created by the painter and stained-glass artist Tenis 
Grasis (1925–2001) (Pujāts 1962: 49). In 1962, decorative textile art compositions created 
in the batik technique were shown for the first time at the 1st Republican Applied Art Exhi-
bition in Riga. Gundega Ivanova has emphasized that this exhibition was a turning point in 
the life of applied art exhibitions. In the following decades it was followed by exhibitions in 
separate fields of applied art (Ivanova 1980). In the exhibition of 1962, Rūdolfs Heimrāts ex-
hibited for the first time a wall covering with decoratively designed birds and leafy branches. 
The reviewer of the exhibition, Ilga Kreituse (1919–2001), in his application of batik tech-
nique saw R. Heimrāts’ desire to experiment ‘in order to expand the decorative functions of 
fabrics up to a thematically imaginative solution’ (Kreituse 1962: 10).

In the 1960s, in the newly established Department of Textile Art of the Academy, work has 
been done also in the batik technique — there have been created works of fine art suitable 
for interior decoration. Written evidence about the batik work of a student of the Textile Art 
Department (R. Cīrule), which was shown in the exhibition of works of schools of applied 

Figure 4. Emīlija Kazakevičute (born 1949), from the 
triptych the Meadow ("Pļava"). The Scorrel (“Skābene”), 
1983. Wool, wood, knotted. Diameter 23cm. Museum 
of Decorative Arts and Design, accession number 808

Figure 5. Ida Bērziņa (born 1923), knotted wool 
hanging (fragment), 1987. Folk Applied Art Studio 

“Saiva”, I. Bērziņa become Master of Folk Crafts in 1970. 
Flax. 138×49cm. National History Museum of Latvia, 
accession number 204665
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arts (Ozols 1962: 4), is preserved from 1962. Around 1965, the students of the Department 
of Textile Art in the batik technique designed curtains for the diesel ship Latvija based on 
the designs of the artist Aleksandrs Stankevičs (1932–2015) (Strautmanis 1965: 54). In the 
1960s, textile works created in batik technique appeared in the exhibitions of fine arts. For 
example, the 1966 exhibition Sports mākslā (Sports in Art) at the State Art Museum fea-
tured athletes and sports reproduced by Georgs Barkāns (1925–2010) (hockey, rope pulling, 
checkers and water polo) (Āķis 1966: 2). The batik technique was introduced also in the 
Riga Model House. The artists of the House developed fabrics in the batik technique for the 
spring-summer collection of 1966 (Gramoļina 1966: 3). Around 1966, the batik technique 
was introduced in the printing of fabrics in the factory Rīgas audums (Švarcberga 1966: 2). 
In its turn, in the late 1960s, in the reviews of the exhibitions of the Studio Draudzība, the 
batik technique was noted, especially the modern and bright batik composition in curtains 
and kerchiefs of Studio participant, the 1965 Master of Folk Crafts Vilhelmīne Bodniece 
(Līduma 1969: 4). Pupils and students of the Textile Art Department continued to work in 
the batik technique until the end of the 1980s, participating in exhibitions with textile art 
compositions created in the batik technique (Kalniete 1987: 60). Ilze Ziņģīte emphasizes that 
the popularity of batik technique in textile crafts in the 1970s is also related to the influence 
of professional textile art. For example, in the Studio Draudzība (Friendship), the batik tech-
nique was promoted by its leader, Irisa Blumate. Batik technique was used by the members 
of the Studios Bārbele, Rītausma and also Draudzība (Ziņģīte 2008: 31).

In the 1990s and also today, several Studios and groups are run by textile artists who are 
graduates of the Academy. Marina Sproģe became the leader of the Studio Kamene in 1986 
and still continues the work today. The Studio Draudzība is still run by Irisa Blumate. Until 
2003, Daiga Štālberga Senoussaoui was leading the Sigulda Parish Studio Vīgrieze. Aija 
Krūmiņa has been running the Studio Rota since 1991. Baiba Osīte has been running the 
Studio Gundega since 2000. From 2003 to 2016, Antra Auziņa led the weaving group 
Talse in Talsi. From 2003 to 2014, Antra Saliņa led the Studio Saiva in Ogre. Liene Ratni-
ka has led the Studio Ķekava since 2013, and Baiba Vaivare, Limbaži Studio Dzilna since 
2014. From 1992 to 1996 Dace Martinsone-Lukševica taught weaving theory in the studio 
Draudzība, and since 2019 she has lead the weaving studio Līgatne in Līgatne Crafts House.

The work of the Academy’s textile art graduates in children’s and youth art schools should 
be studied separately. In the course of the research, it was revealed that since 1972 Rita 
Gustiņa (b. Krūze) all her life has worked in Saldus Children’s and Youth Centre as the weav-
ing and drawing group leader. In turn from 1989 to 1991, Vija Jansone was the head of the 
weaving studio at Lapmežciems Culture House, and from 1994 to 2019 she was a teacher 
at the textile art studio Vijumiņš of the Youth Center Altona. Inese Jakobi was a teacher of 
composition at Madona Children’s Art School from 1975 to 1986.

The article refers to the graduates of the textile department of the Academy as textile artists. 
In the catalogue of 1987, compiled by the Scientific Methodological Center of Folk Art and 
Cultural Education of the Republic named after Emils Melngailis, there are noted 35 studios 
related to textile arts and crafts (Kargāne 1987). In the above-mentioned catalogue, 16 artists 
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who were graduates of Rīga, Liepāja, or Rēzekne Secondary Schools of Applied Arts are named 
as managers of these studios. Their activities have not been described in this review; however, 
taking into account that during the period under review, in the programs of art secondary 
schools, students acquired the skills of Latvian folk crafts while developing new approaches, 
their contribution to the work of the Studio should be analyzed in a separate article.

Musealized Textile Art and Folk Applied 
Art Works Research Issues

In 1947, the exhibition of folk applied art at the Central State History Museum of the Lat-
vian SSR was organized by Mērija Grīnberga (1909–1975), and the works purchased at the 
exhibition marked the beginning of musealization of the new craft (Ziņģīte 2008: 19). In So-
viet Latvia, works of handicrafts and textile art of their time were included in the collections 
of various museums. There was not established a Museum of Contemporary Crafts, where 
the works could be found together, and a contemporary researcher would have the opportu-
nity to reconstruct the periods of modernization of crafts. In comparison, in 1956, a special 
Museum of Contemporary Crafts was established in New York with the aim of creating a 
collection of works by craftsmen and artists of the time.

In the course of the research, it has been established that the works of the above-mentioned 
textile artists are found in the collections of the Latvian Artists’ Union (LAU), the Muse-
um of Decorative Arts and Design (MDAD) and the National History Museum of Latvia 
(NHML). Attention has been paid to the issue of musealized items, as works of art most 
likely have ended up in museums after the so-called republican exhibitions. Interesting and 
high artistic quality works have probably been purchased for museum collections. It should 
be noted that the collection of the Latvian Artists’ Union has been compiled starting from 
1957, but the Union itself was established in 2001. The Museum of Decorative Arts and De-
sign, initially called the Museum of Decorative Arts, was established in 1989. Creation of the 
museum’s collection began in the 1980s. The National History Museum of Latvia began to 
compile the crafts of its time in the museum’s collection the earliest — already in the second 
half of the 1940s.

The collection of Latvian Artists Union includes a total of 16 works of art created by textile art-
ists / leaders of the Studios in the 1970s–80s: three large-size compositions in the knotting tech-
nique created by Emīlija Kazakevičute in the 1980s; three works by Irisa Blumate; five works of 
art by Lilita Postaža; two small-format tapestries of Māra Brākše; two compositions by Skaidrīte 
Leimane from the 1970s; and one by Astra Rubene. Wool, linen, sisal, and metal are used as 
raw materials. Techniques used include tapestry, knotting, and batik, in addition to mixed 
techniques. Nature themes (Rudens, Atvasara, Papardes zieds, Pavasaris kāpās (Autumn, 
End of Summer, Fern Flower, Spring in the Dunes)), history and memories (Astoņpadsmitais 
gadsimts, Atmiņas, Rīgas gailis (The Eighteenth Century, Memories, Rooster of Riga)), local 
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folklore and cultural traditions (Siena laiks, Par folkloras tēmu, Baltmaize (Hay Time, About 
the Folklore Theme, White Bread)), and space themes (Planētas (Planets)) predominate.

The collection of the Museum of Decorative Arts and Design includes works of art by 60 textile 
artists — Studio leaders — created in the 1970s–80s, some in the early 1990s (Raudzepa 
2006). The collection includes nine textile works of art created by Emīlija Kazakevičute in 
the 1970s and early 1980s, almost all created with knotting technique. It also includes thir-
teen compositions by Irisa Blumate, of which in the composition Rožceliņš I–II (Rosepath 
I–II) (1981) there is noticeable inspiration from the Latvian traditional weaving technique 
and decorative solutions. If the title of the work were removed, the combination of three 
abstract squares in grey and red contrasts would form a rectangular composition. Art 
researcher Ingrīda Burāne highlights two directions in Irisa Blumate’s artistic style: special 
coloristic subtleties and a materialization of natural phenomena, which are reflected in a 
wide range from classical weaving techniques to contemporary solutions (Burāne 2005). The 
collection of the Museum of Decorative Arts and Design contains twenty-nine tapestries 
by Lilita Postaža. Several of them depict storyline compositions of Latvian celebrations, as 
well as the themes of Zvejniekciems. It also contains five works by Māra Brākše; three works 
by Skaidrīte Leimane (two tapestries and one work in mixed techniques); and one work by 
Astra Rubene in tapestry technique. In the interview, Rubene emphasizes that the Latvian 
ethnographic heritage was the main theme in her tapestries woven in the 1980s. The work in 
the Studio organically merged with the textile art she created — the combination became a 
creative experiment. The museum collection does not include examples of textile art by Vija 
Ābele, Astrīda Freimane, or Marina Sproģe.

The collection of the National History Museum of Latvia includes a collaborative work 
of Emīlija Kazakevičute, leader of the Studio Saiva, and Sandra Rieksta, a weaver, created 
around 1980 — the blanket Daugavas akmeņi (Stones of the Daugava River). The compo-
sition of the blanket was developed by E. Kazakevičute, but it was carried out in material 
by S. Rieksta. The blanket is woven in rosepath with shaded color bands. The collection 
includes a towel made by E. Kazakevičute with the  knotting technique. The work was 
obtained through a purchase from an exhibition at the History Museum of the Latvian SSR 
in 1988. The collections of the National History Museum of Latvia contain several hundred 
examples of art created by Latvian Studio participants. Ethnographer Ilze Ziņģīte at the 2007 
conference Tautas lietišķā māksla Latvijā no 20. gadsimta vidus līdz mūsdienām. Šodiena. 
Pieredze. Rītdiena (Folk Applied Art in Latvia from the Middle of the 20th Century to the 
Present Day. Today. Experience. Tomorrow) drew attention to the so-called typological 
groups of folk applied art collections found in the collection of the National History Muse-
um of Latvia. Ceramics, fabrics, jewelery, knitwear, wickerwork, handicrafts, wood and birch 
bark products, leather goods, forgings, as well as items of interior furnishings (Ziņģīte 2008: 
23). If the works of textile artists can be identified in the Museum of Decorative Arts and 
Design, as well as in the Museum of the Latvian Artists’ Union, then the works of the Studio 
participants can be found in the National History Museum of Latvia. However, a list of 
musealized works of the Studio participants is missing; therefore, it is not possible to notice 
the experiments and the creative influence of the leaders in full.
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Closing, Conclusions

In the 1970s-80s, nine graduates of the Academy’s Textile Art speciality led folk applied 
arts or crafts Studios: Māra Brākše, Skaidrīte Leimane, Lilita Postaža, Irisa Blumate, Emīlija 
Kazakevičute, Vija Ābele, Astra Rubene, Astrīda Freimane, and Marina Sproģe. The Studios 
and groups were located in Riga and Vidzeme towns: in Ogre, Līgatne, Zvejniekciems, 
Krimulda, and Sigulda. Tapestry, batik and knotting — the techniques that came into the 
folk applied art from the textile art of the contemporary world. Textile artists, on the bases 
of the knowledge and methods acquired at the Academy, encouraged Studio participants to 
experiment with textile craft techniques, to indulge in the development of original compo-
sitions, and to experiment with the weaving techniques traditional in Latvia. Interviewing 
textile artists, the influence of the 1960s op art in woven drill fabrics became clear, as did 
the devotion to unusual color nuances. Woven fabrics, tapestries, batik, and knotting works 
created by the participants of the Studios and groups should be studied separately, in order 
to identify the contribution of the leaders of the Studios in a more nuanced way.

The group created by Lilita Postaža in Zvejniekciems is unique. In this group, local women 
had the opportunity to acquire the tapestry technique and develop their original compo-
sitions to complement their living spaces. At present, there are no known examples of the 
works of the members of the tapestry group led by Lilita Postaža. Emīlija Kazakevičute 
introduced Studio participants to an example of fiber art — knotting technique. Knotting 
soon was widely practiced throughout Latvia. In further research, it would be necessary to 
determine which Studio participants have received the title of Master of Folk Crafts, how 
intensive the life of the Studio exhibitions was/is, and what works are in the collections of 
Latvian and non-Latvian museums.

It can be observed that the works of several textile artists/Studio leaders are not in the 
collections of the reviewed museums (Vija Ābele, Astrīda Freimane, and Marina Sproģe), 
while the works of other textile artists are widely represented (Lilita Postaža, Emīlija Kazake- 
vičute, Irisa Blumate, Māra Brākše, and to a lesser extent, the works of Skaidrīte Leimane 
and Astra Rubene). At present, it is difficult to identify the musealized works of the Studio 
participants in order to see the creative interaction between contemporary textile art and 
folk applied art. We must be satisfied, however, that samples of contemporary textile art and 
crafts are stored in our museum collections.  

Folk Applied Art Studios, as well as the Department of Textile Art established at the Acad-
emy in 1961, fit into the trends of the contemporary crafts and textile art of the world in 
the 1960s–80s. Studios were a legitimate way, through crafts or ‘folk art,’ to preserve and 
promote the memory of Latvian culture in a totalitarian system. An analysis of the craft 
practices of the peoples of the former Soviet Union is undeservedly lacking in the publica-
tions of the leading craft theoreticians of today.
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20. gadsimta 70.–  80. gadu 
tekstilmākslinieces – Tautas lietišķās 

mākslas studiju vadītājas
Inese Sirica, Elīna Veilande-Apine

Raksta mērķis ir pievērst uzmanību profesionālās tekstilmākslas 
un amatniecības jeb tautas lietišķās mākslas mijiedarbībai Padomju 
Latvijā. 1961. gadā Latvijas PSR Valsts Mākslas akadēmijā (mūs-
dienās – Latvijas Mākslas akadēmija, turpmāk – Akadēmija) tika 
izveidota Tekstilmākslas nodaļa. 20. gadsimta 60. gados sāka piešķirt 
Tautas daiļamata meistara goda nosaukumu, veidojās Tautas lietišķās 
mākslas studijas (turpmāk – Studija vai TLMS). Aprakstos par 
Studiju darbiem pārsvarā uzsvērts, ka tās turpina tautas mākslas 
tradīcijas, bet eksperimenti amatniecības tehnikās un laikmetīgā 
tekstilmāksla kā iedvesmas avots pieminēta vispārināti un neskaidri. 
Pētījumā uzrādīta laikmetīgās tekstilmākslas klātbūtne TLMS darbos 
un Studiju vadītāji kā saikne ar to. 20. gadsimta 70. un 80. gados 
Studijas vadīja deviņas tekstilmākslinieces ar Akadēmijas izglītību.

Pētniecības metodes: literatūras studijas, tekstilmākslas un tekstil- 
amatniecības salīdzinājums, intervijas ar tekstilmāksliniecēm. Tek-
stilmākslinieču muzealizētās mākslas piemēri Latvijas Mākslinieku 
savienības, Dekoratīvās mākslas un dizaina, kā arī Latvijas Nacionālajā 
vēstures muzejā.
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Real photograph postcards are widely found in private collections and 
scrapbooks, serving as commemorative objects; in libraries, archives, 
and museum collections as documentary heritage, memory tools, as 
testimonies to and proofs of historical events. In the history of Latvian 
photography, real photograph postcards, their circulation, and their 
accrual in memory institutions have been little studied and interpreted 
through contemporary theories. This paper problematizes the ques-
tion of how to interpret large photographic collections consisting of 
photographs taken by professionals and amateurs which, in memory 
institutions, have been reduced to their visual content, serving as 
reference material. At the center of the research are the 1920s–1930s 
postcards, produced by photographic techniques, in the postcard 
collection of the Konrads Ubāns Art Reading Room of the National 
Library of Latvia (NLL KUML).

The paper is part of the early stage of a larger study, the aim of which is 
to afford real photograph postcards a role in research into the history 
and theory of Latvian photography, utilizing the NLL KUML collec-
tion as an example. Accordingly, the tasks of the paper are: to intro-
duce the collection and its systematization practices; to appraise the 
theories current in photography; and to find an interpretative model 
for a large-scale collection of printed images that treats real photo-
graph postcards produced by both professionals and amateurs equally.

The research methodology is derived from materiality studies of photographs, a field which has de-
veloped in the last decades, based on new materialism and post-humanism theories. Materiality stud-
ies address the agency of photographs, material aspects and storage conditions, and social circulation, 
as well as attempt to overcome the hierarchical model for interpreting photographs, which is based 
on authorship, originality, and art-market value. The research utilized qualitative research methods: 
research into historical sources; identifying periodical resources from the 1920s–1930s; case studies, 
analyzing sample postcards from the KUML collection; discourse analysis, analyzing the fluidity of 
the significance of KUML real photograph postcards in different social contexts.

Real photograph postcards in the NLL KUML collection

The NLL Special Collections Department1 holds various types of photographic materials — 
negatives, art, documentary and press photography, albums and postcards, photographs 
taken by professionals, amateurs, and unknown persons. These objects are classified 

1	 The photo collections are held in the Aleksejs Apīnis Rare Book and Manuscript Reading Room, the 
Konrads Ubāns Art Reading Room, and the Lettonica and Baltic Reading Room.
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according to their historical, artistic, substantive, content worth, etc. The evaluation process 
is determined by the circulation and functions of the collection as well as by the institution’s 
regulations. Two models for the systematization of the NLL photographic collections can be 
distinguished. The first involves capturing the stories associated with objects and preserving 
the linked meanings of objects. For example, in the Aleksejs Apīnis Rare Book and Manu-
script Reading Room collection, real photograph postcards, along with other documentary 
materials, are linked with a person, event, or correspondence. Meanwhile, in the KUML 
collection, each object is an individual unit, which is systematized by subject, for example, 
landscapes, Latvian cities, Rīga streets, portraits, plants, animals, etc. Sorting is determined 
by the demands of the collection’s users, which are most often requests for visualizations. 
Information, stories and histories about the previous affiliations of real photograph post-
cards are not recorded in the KUML postcard collection, as the postcards are stored as visual 
text serving a wide range of subject references. The ability to fulfill subject references is this 
collection’s main function.

The responsibilities of the KUML postcard collection are to collect and store postcards and 
greeting cards — produced by photographic techniques or issued by printing houses — to 
reflect the changes in Latvian postcard media from the end of the 19th century to the 
present day, as well as to serve, through its visual content, as informative reference material 
for specialists in various disciplines. The KUML postcard collection comprises more than 
100,000 units in total, and this volume continues to grow.

Typically, printed postcards and greeting cards are acquired by means of legal deposits (LD)2. 
This is printed matter which must be handed over, free of charge, to national book reposito-
ries in accordance with a procedure prescribed by law, for the purpose of accruing and mak-
ing available to the public the national output of printed matter. The systematic practice of 
acquiring national printed works in Latvia can be considered to have started with the 1919 
Decree on Libraries (Limane 2007). However, date stamps, indicating the systematic acquisi-
tion of postcards, have only been affixed to the reverse of postcards in the KUML collection 
since the early 1930s. Most of the backs of older postcards feature correspondence, which 
rules out LD status — they were acquired as donations. Commercially printed postcards and 
greeting cards make up the bulk of the collection, and the study only considers the KUML 
collection in terms of general and comparative features.

Postcards produced by photographic techniques, which are the core of this paper and 
research,3 have been acquired through donations and purchasing and comprise less than 10% 
of the total collection. The way the collection is divided by subject, its arrangement in boxes, 

2	 The history of LD in memory institutions can be traced back to the 16th century initiative of King Francois 
I of France, and to the 17th century in what is now Latvia. See Limane, Lilija (2007). Legal Deposit through 
the Ages. Bibliotēku Pasaule (Library World), Nr. 38, 01/01, pp. 34–37; see also the Legal Deposit Act [in 
Latvian] at: https://likumi.lv/doc.php?id=136682 [Accessed 02.06.2021.].

3	 As the starting point for the study, the KUML collection imposes its own limits — the paper does not seek 
to describe the history of Latvian postcards since their introduction into what is now Latvia, but to interpret 
postcards created by photographic techniques and their systematisation within the KUML collection.
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and the typology of its content enable us to suggest that initially, the collecting priorities for 
real photograph postcards were souvenirs, depictions of vistas and popular people. If the 
original purpose of the postcard collection was to preserve the evidence of LD and docu-
mentary cultural heritage for future generations, then, from a contemporary point of view, 
collecting principles have been supplemented with the recognition of content and the poten-
tial for the images to be converted into a visual complement to research in various fields. In 
recent years, photographers’ and studios’ stamps have been take into account in acquisition 
categories (not thought relevant previously, but does not change systematization by subject), 
and anonymous portraits and views of social life recorded by unknown photographers have 
been considered. These variations in collecting policies are driven by changes in photograph-
ic research and curatorial work, as well as by the requests of reading-room visitors and re-
search interests addressing micro-histories and the history of social life. The ranges of visitors 
and research fields are extensive — historians, art historians, students, researchers into and 
enthusiasts of the history of photography, artists, curators, etc.

Practice in organizing the substantial KUML postcard collection has not been consistent — 
it has varied with the scale of postcard circulation and changes in media. In general, it has 
been structured by subject, but a small part — commercially printed reproductions of works 
of art — are arranged by the author of the reproduced artwork. Authorship is not consid-
ered in the systematization of real photograph postcards, they are arranged by subject — un-
known landscapes, Latvian towns and regions in alphabetical order, notable public buildings 
in the capital city, monuments, artists, actors, writers, politicians, musicians, unknown 
persons, etc. The division of postcards according to their production technique is ill-defined — 
each photograph has a bibliographic code (IAt 77) and most are stored in separate boxes, but 
this system is not consistent. In addition, since the digitization of postcards was commenced, 
those scanned have been sorted into another separate system — by catalogue-number order,4 
defining only four subject groups: views, portraits, art and greeting postcards. Digitized 
postcards are not issued to readers, and they are available on digital collection sites,5 while 
unscanned ones are selected on demand. It is important to note that although online 
platforms store only the digital surrogate of the original, they allow users to systematize their 
selection in the digital environment by their own criteria, based on metadata information 
about authorship, date, geotagging, content keywords, and other aspects. These different 
examples of changes in collection organization indicate that systematization practices vary 
with the circulation of the collection, for example, digitization has facilitated the formation 
of selected collections in the historical collection by other systematization principles. Simi-
larly, some segments of the collection point to a change in media, such as the popularity of 
photographic paper in the first half of the 20th century, which was replaced by the cheapest 
publishing model for printed postcards after the Second World War. Unfortunately, since 

4	 The ALEPH library information processing system is used in the processing of the NLL collection, making 
the collections accessible in online catalogues. Postcards are assigned a unique ALEPH system number during 
the cataloguing process. Bibliographers are tasked with identifying postcard content and describing it using a 
common template. A digital copy of the postcard is attached to the catalogue entry.

5	 For example, https://zudusilatvija.lv/ ; https://lndb.lv/ ; https://ainavudargumi.lv/ ; https://runa.lnb.lv/



190

the collection’s existence, its collection policies and systematization practices have not been 
addressed in studies or recorded in reports, so the history of the nearly hundred-year-old col-
lection can only be modeled by generalizing observations from its current physical condition 
and various traces of systematization.

Definition of a real photograph postcard 

The definition of real photograph postcards may vary between memory institutions, depend-
ing on the postcards’ functions and utilization, as well as the systematization applied to each 
collection. In this paper, the definition of real photograph postcards is based on the KUML 
collection’s acquisition policy and the circulation of the collection.

The NLL KUML definition of real photograph postcards is broad: all photographs that 
feature the form of a postcard on their reverse are included in the postcard collection.6 This 
definition is determined by two aspects. Firstly, the collection is part of Latvia’s documen-
tary heritage, and it serves as reference material for specialists in various fields of culture and 
art. Consequently, the usefulness of the real photograph postcard collection is enhanced by 
the diversity of the range of subjects, allowing the inclusion not only of souvenir postcards, 
but also anonymous and amateur photographs. Secondly, postcard photographic paper, 
produced both in and outside Latvia, was popular in the 1920s–1930s domestic market. 
It was distributed, for example, by the commercial photographer and publisher Mārtiņš 
Buclers (Figure 1), and from 1935, postcard paper was also produced by the VEF factory 
([anon] 1935: 1). Postcard photographic paper was used by a wide range of studio photogra-
phers, such as Jānis Rieksts, Roberts Johansons, Vilis Rīdzenieks, Lūcija Alutis Kreicberga, 
Kārlis Bauls, Mārtiņš Lapiņš, and others who were commissioned to produce portraits of 
both popular cultural figures and private individuals on postcard paper; souvenir post-
card publishers, such as Valdemārs Upītis, Andrejs Saule, Krišjānis Vīburs, Juris and Ģirts 
Bokumi, etc. reproduced view postcards; amateurs and photography enthusiasts captured 
their surroundings and experiences in photographs for personal use, for correspondence and 
recollection (Figure 2); sector professionals such as archaeologists and heritage conservation 
professionals used photography to document the evidence they required; photographic 
artists such as Rīdzenieks and Johansons undertook studies, both formal and by subject (Figure 3). 
All of the above examples can be found in the KUML postcard collection and at present are 
requested for inquiries by subject. Consequently, the definition of the collection’s real pho-
tograph postcards is determined by the circulation of 1920s–1930s photographs in history 
and contemporary research.

6	 In comparison, the Latvian Museum of Photography holds souvenir postcards in its postcard collection, but 
all other photographs made on postcard paper are classified as photographs. In the archives of the National 
Cultural Heritage Board, the definition of a postcard is not important, because all documentary materials on 
cultural heritage sites are held in integrated folders — the medium is not relevant to systematization.
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Problems in researching KUML 
real photograph postcards 

Before reviewing the development of materiality studies, it is important to look at the 
issues faced by researchers of the KUML real photograph postcards. In the 1920s–1930s, 
the accessibility of photography encouraged the recording and reproduction of private 
and public life, creating a database of material objects that, to date, have been accrued in 
museum and library collections as documentary heritage. Since the discovery of photogra-
phy, theorists have striven to simultaneously seek and criticize the place of photography in 
art, drawing a distinction between art (aesthetics, abstraction) and testimony (objectivity 
and documentary value); later in the second half of the 20th century, postmodernist 
criticism of formalism sought to place photography between art and politics (Emerling 
2012: 22; 41). These theoretical discourses have determined the compilation, systematiza-
tion, and evaluation of photograph collections, where an object’s value is frequently deter-
mined by its authorship, originality, and value as an exhibit. In this hierarchy, collections 
of large-scale standard graphic productions hold a low status — consequently, because it 
has been compiled by art-history methods based on authorship, the NLL KUML collec-
tion also cannot be considered an autonomous unit for research purposes. For example, 
the KUML real photograph postcard collection — compared with the works of pho-
tographers accrued in the NLL Rarity Collection (Roberts Johansons, Vilis Rīdzenieks, 
Mārtiņš Sams, etc.) — has no direct agency in the art discourse. In other cases, the work of 
curators and artists with archives7 can provide such agency for large-scale image collections, 

7	 For example, exhibitions: Pazudis arhīvā (Lost in the Archives), 2016), curators Inga Lāce and Andra 
Silapētere; Tev pienākušas 1243 ziņas. Dzīve pirms interneta. Pēdējā paaudze (You have received 1243 messa-
ges. Life before the Internet. The Last Generation, 2017), curators Kaspars Vanags, Zane Zajančkauska and 
Diana Franssen; 2020: Mūžības perspektīva (2020: A Perspective on Eternity, 2020), curator Anete Krūmiņa 
in partnership with the Orbīta text group; as well as artists who use archives in their works, such as Andrejs 
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but, to date, the KUML real photograph postcard collection has not been considered 
in art discourse, in authorship and aesthetic categories, nor has it been presentably used 
in practice in contemporary art projects. Similarly, research into the artistic practices of 
individual photographers within the KUML collection would not be fruitful, as the real 
photograph postcards available cannot provide sufficient information about the creative 
activity of photographers, as a monographic study looking beyond the collection would. 
For example, some twenty real photograph postcards by Roberts Johansons in the KUML 
collection, which are kept under various landscape subject keywords, or studio portraits 
by Jānis Rieksts, placed under subjects covering representatives of cultural professions, are 
very narrow facets of these photographers’ activities, providing only a very small perspec-
tive for research into their legacy. Also, considering the history of the real photograph 
postcard medium itself, a review of the KUML collection by subject cannot provide 
complete information on the circulation of all real photograph postcards, as the post-
cards reproduced as photographs have not been acquired as legal deposits and therefore 
the collection does not provide a complete representation of the medium. Only a com-
prehensive study, including analyses of both private collections and archive, library and 
museum collections of various profiles — the subject range of real photograph postcards 
in museums dedicated to war, medical history, also memorial and local history museums, 
is subordinate to the recollections each institution is relating.

Until now, in the acquisition, systematization strategies, and reader service practices of 
the NLL KUML postcard collection, a postcard’s value has been determined by how the 
diversity and recognizability of its visual content — lost manor houses, portraits of musi-
cians, writers, actors, politicians and other famous people, railways, cityscapes, the aftermath 
of wars, etc. — fits in with the discourse of photographs as testimony. The collection has 
not yet been studied as an autonomous unit, as postcards in research areas based on vertical 
authorship and originality have low status. However, the move toward studies on that has 
developed in the last decades allows new layers to be uncovered in the interpretation of large-
scale photograph collections.

Studying the materiality of photographs

Materiality studies in the research of large-scale photography collections and archives 
became popular at the end of the 20th century. The historiography of this movement 
includes the changes in the methodologies of art history and theory since the end of the 
19th century; the discussions of the actual discoverers and practitioners of photographic 
processes about the technical aspects of photography, its role in art and culture (Emerling 

Strokins, Inga Erdmane, Kristaps Epners, Viktorija Eksta and others. For the use of the archives in art pro-
jects in the Baltic region, see Skuja, Anete (2020). The utilization of archive materials in contemporary art in 
the Baltic region. Master’s thesis. Art Academy of Latvia. 
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2012); cultural and social anthropology studies addressing material culture and post-colo-
nial criticism; as well as debates about relationships between popular culture and authority, 
institutional criticism in the disciplines of philosophy and cultural theory (Caraffa 2020).8 
Elizabeth Edwards, a researcher of English visual and historical anthropology, finds the ori-
gins of studying photographic materiality in the field of Marxist feminism theories, which, 
from the second half of the 20th century, looked at the relationships of photography in 
private and public spaces, also encompassing body representation issues. This course did 
not yet articulate the materiality of photography and social biographies; nevertheless, it 
was an important turning point, as it examined the relationship of photography with the 
environment and its recipients (Edwards, Hart 2004: 8). And that is where the interest in 
representation fits into the new direction of materialism and in post-humanist method-
ological practices. These no longer consider humans to be the center of world cognition, 
but rank them as one of the agents, and articulate the agency of the material world in 
similar fashion (Neimanis 2018: 242).9 The agency of inanimate objects is their ability to 
create an affect, or in other words, the object world encourages us to interpret it according 
to our experience and knowledge of the world as a whole and the object we are examining. 
Thus, in studying the materiality of photographs, the meanings of objects are not fixed, 
but change in different contexts — in the hands of owners, collectors, and researchers.

This study’s theoretical framework is formed by a group of authors who are expanding 
research into criticism of colonial anthropology,10 into interpretations of postmodernist 

8	 Costanza Caraffa’s historiography Photographic Itineraries in Time and Space (2020) summarizes the genesis 
of materiality studies of photographs, which is based on colonial anthropological and institutional criti-
cism, the reassessment of the role of photography in power relations, and applying the concept of agency to 
hitherto rarely interpreted museum, archive, and library collections. See also J. Emerling’s essays The Thing 
Itself and The Archive as a Producer (2012), in which the author views photography as a discourse and offers 
critical readings of frequently cited texts, at the same time interpreting the history of photography and chan-
ges in theoretical methodologies. Emerling discusses the reflections of Charles Baudelaire, W. H. F. Talbot, 
Benjamin’s texts on photography, as well as important works by Michel Foucault, Allan Sekula, Geoffrey 
Batchen and others.

9	 The new materialism is mentioned in this paper as one of the frameworks for photographic materiality 
studies. For more information on the new materialism, see Neimanis, Astrida (2018). Material feminism. 
Braidotti, Rosi, Hlavayova, Maeia (eds.). Posthumanist Glossary. London: Bloomsbury Academic, pp. 242– 
243; also, for photography and body representation, see Brettle, Jane, Rice, Sally (1994). Public Bodies: 
Private States: New Views of Photography. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

10	 Colonial anthropology used photography as a documentary tool in research on indigenous peoples. Today, 
these practices are being reviewed in the discourse on power relations. See, e.g., Porto, Nuno (2004). Under 
the Gaze of Ancestors. Photographs and Performance in Colonial Angola. Edwards, Elizabeth, Hart, Janice 
(eds.). Photographs. Objects. Histories. On the Materiality of Images. London: Routledge. pp. 113–131. The 
rise of Latvian identity and national self-consciousness at the beginning of the 20th century can be seen as a 
local example of self-determination. Local organizers of the photography scene used the photographic press 
to call on amateurs to engage in photographic ethnography rather than entrusting local culture to foreign in-
terpretation. See, e.g., [Anon] (1913). Latviešu fotogrāfiskās dzīves kārtējā sapulce 30. aprīlī (Regular meeting 
of the Latvian photographic scene on 30 April) Stari (Rays), Nr. 5, 152. lpp.; Mednis, A (1921). Pašceeņa 
(Self-respect). Fotogrāfijas Mēnešraksts (Photography monthly), Nr. 6–7, 147.–151. lpp.; Sams, M. (1921). 
Par etnogrāfisko fotogrāfiju (On ethnographic photography). Fotogrāfijas Mēnešraksts, Nr. 1, 17.–18. lpp.
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and poststructuralist texts on power relations, institutional criticism, social biographies 
of things, and the visual economy. One of the principal authors in the photographic 
materiality f ield is the already-mentioned Edwards, who studies the representation of 
photography in museum and archive collections. Edwards and her collegial authors are 
guided by the works of philosophers, anthropologists, and photography theorists of the 
second half of the 20th century. For example, Michel Foucault’s11 ideas on relationships 
between archives, institutionalization, and authority allow us to see the bureaucratic 
processes of collections as part of changes in the materiality and signif icance of photo-
graphs (Edwards 2004: 50). In Pierre Bourdieu’s ideas, people’s relationships with the 
material world are embedded in social practices.12 How photographs should be taken, 
aesthetic expectations, and attitudes towards artifacts are socially taught (Caraffa 2020: 
84). In Allan Sekula’s considerations, an archive comprises a link between knowledge 
and power and constructs signif icance, functions, and values.13 Sekula examines the rela-
tionships between photography, the economy, and culture (Emerling 2012: 123, 124). 
The theoretical basis of this and other authors’ works enables materiality study research-
ers to interpret large-scale photograph collections, opening up a more nuanced pho-
tographic media landscape and overcoming the hierarchical view of dualities between 
the categories of content and technology, art and documentary. Addressing materiality 
means including not only formal, authorship, and originality aspects in research, but 
also collection systematization practices, the subject framework and retention practices, 
the institutional context, and utilization or circulation. Thus, if to date the KUML real 
photograph postcards have been used solely as reference material, visualizations and 
sets of instruments, then in materiality studies the whole collection and its circulation 
becomes the object of research and interpretation.

In the last decade, researchers and curators of photography in Latvia — for example, 
Katrīna Teivāne-Korpa, Pēteris Korsaks, Lauma Lanceniece, Alise Tīfentāle, Šelda Puķīte, 
Evita Goze, Anete Skuja, Kārlis Vērpe, Liāna Ivete Beņķe, and others — have conducted 
significant studies on the history, theory, and curatorial practice of Latvian photogra-
phy. Micro-histories and broader historical processes in Latvian photography have been 
illuminated and an important research base created in the hitherto fragmented sphere of 
the history of Latvian photography. Nevertheless, the photographic materiality discourse 
remains relatively little-studied. In art-based research, among others, amateurs’ photo-
graphs, anonymous archives, and large-scale photograph collections have been utilized, for 
example, in projects by Viktorija Eksta, Andrejs Strokins, Inga Erdmane, the Orbīta group, 
and other artists, revealing the authors’ conceptual vision and selections. Baiba Tetere, on 
the other hand, in recent years has addressed the missing theoretical basis in research on 
the institutionalization of photography.14 Similarly, curatorial practices have shown an 

11	 See Foucault, Michel (1989). The Order of Things. London: Routledge.

12	 See Bourdieu, Pierre (1990). Photography: A Middle-brow Art. Cambridge: Polity Press.

13	 See Sekula, Allan (2003). Reading An Archive: Photography Between Labour and Capitalism. Wells, Liz (Ed.). 
The Photography Reader. New York: Routledge, pp. 443–452.

14	 See Tetere, Baiba (2020). Top pētījums: Fotogrāfija un atmiņas institūcijas (A Study being launched: 
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interest in institutional activities, for example, in the exhibition organized by the ISSP 
Gallery in 2021, reproductions from the Strenči collection were exhibited together with 
records from the Joint Catalogue of the National Holdings of Museums in the installation 
Stikla Strenči dažos vārdos (Glass Strenči in a few words); the KIM? Contemporary Art 
Centre exhibition Es neko neatceros: ienākot ZDZ izvairīgajā arhīvā (I Don’t Remem-
ber Anything: Entering ZDZ’s Elusive Archive, 2021) featured the archive of artist and 
photographer Zenta Dzividzinska, which was systematized during the exhibition, dis-
playing the invisible work of the archivist to visitors. Consequently, in the photographic 
materiality discourse, research into memory institution collections is still an open field in 
terms of academic research. In the remainder of the paper, case studies of the KUML real 
photograph postcard collection provide insights into the potential for materiality study 
methods in the research of large-scale photograph collections, considering the evaluation, 
systematization, and curatorial practice of collections, as well as digitization and object 
biography aspects.

Values and biographies of photographs

Acquiring and managing collections is a hierarchy-producing process — the work of collec-
tion specialists is to evaluate objects in various contexts, make choices about their inclusion 
in the collection, restoration, and digitization, and to promote content of use to researchers. 
Valuation in collections is largely determined by authorship, market value, and originality. As 
KUML holds high-quality and unique works of art15 alongside its postcard collection, real 
photograph postcards stand low in this hierarchy. In order to find a place for large-scale im-
age collections in the history and theory of photography, researchers of materiality propose 
that collections and archives should be viewed as ecosystems. This model does not emphasize 
the value of individual objects over others, but looks at all collection management practices, 
including the work of the collection manager, institutional and subjective factors, as well 
as the materiality of the objects, their classification, and other aspects as a whole (Edwards, 
Lien 2014). This analogy is also used by other researchers of materiality, referencing the 
theoretical works of Elizabeth Edwards. For example, for art historian Costanza Caraffa, the 
ecosystem concept enables research to encompass not only the objects themselves, but also 
work with the archives and the infrastructure created around them; also, another essential 
principle of the ecosystem view is that it breaks down the vertical hierarchical view based on 
authorship. (Caraffa 2017: 134). Visual arts researcher Teopisti Stylianou-Lambert, on the 

Photography and Memory Institutions). Creative Museum. Available (in Latvian): http://www.creative-
museum.lv/lv/raksti/dienasgramata/baiba-tetere-top-petijums-fotografija-un-atminas-institucijas [Accessed 
10.07.2021.].

15	 In addition to the postcard collection, the KUML repository holds a variety of collections, including Latvian 
posters, Latvian and foreign graphic art. The Aleksejs Apīnis Rare Book and Manuscript Reading Room col-
lection has works by photographers, such as Roberts Johansons’s art photographs.
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other hand, argues that, just as ecosystems are dominated by certain life forms, collections 
also have dominant objects. This predominance is largely determined by usage practic-
es. (Stylianou-Lambert 2019: 380). Of course, the ecosystem view does not exclude the 
evaluation of the authorship, aesthetic, originality, or other properties of objects. It forms 
an inclusive overview of both the dominant photographs currently in circulation and the 
invisible part of the archive and the work related to it.

In the case of the KUML collection, the value and dominance of objects is determined by 
the recognizability of their content, and this surpasses authorship, artistic value and original-
ity. This can be seen in the systematization of the collection — authors’ photographs are not 
stored together, but sorted by subject. Similarly, the recognizability of the displayed content 
is crucial in acquiring the collection — if the town, building, or person shown in the real 
photograph postcard is not known, this significantly reduces the postcard’s potential circu-
lation. In recent decades since postcards have been catalogued and digitized, there has been 
no consistent methodology for deciphering and describing their content. On the one hand, 
the scale of keyword usage, or subject indexing,16 is changing, ensuring that the image can be 
found on digital platforms. Similarly, the detailed elaboration of the image-content descrip-
tion field differs from reading room to reading room and depends on the expertise, initiative, 
and other factors of the person writing the description of a graphic production. For example, 
one description writer will create a detailed historical summary for the Alūksne fortress 
island postcard, including information about the location’s cultural history, which is not 
visible in the image itself, while another will record information about the post-office stamp, 
correspondence, or photographer’s stamp. Consequently, the circulation and useful capacity 
of real photograph postcards is largely determined by the subjective factor of bibliographers’ 
work. Subjectivity also influences collection policy — for one bibliographer the recogniza-
bility of content is important for a postcard to be included in a collection, for another it is 
authorship (although cards are stored by subject on shelves, the importance of authorship 
has grown in digital databases where images can be selected by metadata). Conversely, in 
the most recent KUML collections, selection paid equivalent attention to storylines that 
illustrate the diversity of postcard media, such as portraits of wedding groups, portraits of 
unknown persons in nature and interiors, scenes from military history, and various views of 
social life.

The turn to materiality emphasizes that photography’s role, functions, and the significance 
it is accorded in the discourse on art and culture; its aesthetic expectations, evaluation, and 
status are not fixed categories in memory institutions, but change with context and research 
directions. Art historian Glen Willumson describes the fluidity of this significance as pho-
tographs’ trajectories — it is the movement of objects over time, in cultural processes and 
changes in assigned significance in the institutional framework (Willumson 2004: 65). For 

16	 Subject indexing is the selection of records from an authoritative database when preparing a postcard descrip-
tion for the ALEPH cataloguing system. Authoritative database records are unified headings, such as persons, 
places, events, classifiers. For the NLL, a separate structural unit — the Institute of Bibliography — is respon-
sible for subject-indexing methodology. The Institute compiles these unified headings and data systems in 
line with international bibliographic standards.
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example, the KUML postcard collection recently added a postcard with a view of the castle 
ruins in Cēsis, which was acquired as part of a consignment from an antique shop in Germa-
ny. The reverse features correspondence with an addressee in France; the postcard was sent 
from Latvia. It is not known how it came into the German cultural space — sold, donated, 
or through the activities of a private collector. However, through the acquisition practices of 
the NLL, it returns to the Latvian cultural space as documentary heritage. Other examples 
of real photograph postcards relating to an earlier period include the sale of greeting cards 
published abroad in the domestic market. Postcard publishers’ logos can be traced back to 
France, Germany, England, Spain, and other countries. Sometimes local distributors printed 
greetings in Latvian, German, and Russian on the obverse. It should be noted that the 
KUML postcard collection holds relatively fewer items imported during the interwar period 
than souvenir postcards from local publishers. Currently, real photograph postcards issued 
in Latvia are the most actively circulated part of the collection, and their trajectories are 
expanding with the potential of digital collections. Although the physical objects are stored 
in the repository, the postcards’ digital surrogates have the potential to gain wide circulation.

A related term used by curators and materiality study researchers, such as Elizabeth Edwards 
and her followers, is the case of anthropologist Igor Kopytoff’s social biographies. The trajec-
tories mentioned above relate more to how the significance of photographs changes within 
certain structures and institutional frameworks. For its part, the biography concept includes 
the aspect of objects’ social agency. Kopytoff sees this as the alternation of commodity and 
singularity status in different cultures and systems. A single object can have several biogra-
phies (Kopytoff 1986: 68); for example, a KUML real photograph postcard possesses historic, 
artistic, economic, and personal-use biographies, a research-paper biography, etc. These alter-
nate with the perspectives of users and the corresponding values assigned by individual users, 
as well as by larger or smaller groups. For example, a real photograph postcard’s person-
al-use biography may be its sentimental value that can be read from correspondence in the 
KUML collection. In the usage of the Library collection, the real photograph postcard has a 
research-paper biography, which accords it research and information value. This is reflected 
in its usage statistics. In the same way, a real photograph postcard can be given an exhibition 
biography, so including it in the art discourse. It should be noted that postcards are not 
afforded exhibition value to the same extent as, for example, Roberts Johansons’s art photo-
graphs, which are held by the NLL’s Rarity Collection. Most photographs held by memory 
institutions are accrued as documentary heritage, which is in active usage circulation, but 
most often interpretation stops at their visual content. Another value of the KUML post-
card collection is its ability to inform and diversity, but materiality studies also consider the 
postcards’ biographies, place in different systems (personal, economic, in institutions, etc.), 
and their ability to embody Latvia’s cultural history in a palm-sized object — 9×15 cm.

The biographies mentioned above are part of the singularization process, when a photograph, 
a commodity, acquires a unique status and the postcard becomes a part of national cultural 
heritage. At the same time, its economic biography does not end with its inclusion in the 
collection. It might be assumed that items in the collection no longer have commodity status, 
but this is revised by at least two more examples. First of all, National Collections must 
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be valued in monetary terms, as prescribed by the Law on Museums. This practice varies 
between institutions: for example, the NLL records market value. For their part, the Regula-
tions Regarding the National Holdings of Museums provide valuation guidelines where the 
value of an object is determined by the equation: the sum of the historical, commemorative, 
authenticity, antiquity, and material-value coefficients is multiplied by the initial market 
value (Cabinet Regulation No 956, 2006). This economic value is fully determined by the 
vertical hierarchy of the valuation — the higher the originality and authenticity coefficients, 
the greater the economic value. Secondly, returning to the NLL KUML postcard collection, 
in the circulation of research work, postcards still possess economic value from the frequen-
cy of their reproduction — the costs of copyright and library digitization services.

The use of biographical methods in interpreting KUML real photograph postcards has one 
drawback, owing to the collection’s systematization traditions. Performing a reference function 
does not require objects’ legends to be recorded, nor their interrelations. Consequently, the 
postcard repository enters a state of liminality, waiting for its new significance in the illustra-
tion of local history and cultural heritage. The existence of previous biographies is evidenced 
only by marks on the reverse of real photograph postcards — correspondence, dates, authors’ 
trademarks, postcard-paper producers’ logos, and the stamps of private collectors and institu-
tions. In recent years, donors’ names have been recorded in pencil on the reverse. This is a new 
practice — an initiative of bibliographers to capture a small fragment of the lives of objects 
within their previous collection. More detailed recording of legends is not useful because of the 
systematization and scale of the collection. In terms of content, correspondence on the reverse 
may be related or unrelated to the postcard image. For example, one sender’s story about the 
road over the Balvi bridge and falling into the mud was sent to Miss Ž. Kļaviņa on a postcard 
with a view of the scene (Figure 4). The image in this real photograph postcard serves as testi-
mony to the incident. The photographer is unknown — it could have been the sender them-
selves or any other distributor of real photograph postcards. In another postcard addressed to 
Miss Ž. Kļaviņa, the image on the obverse and stories in the correspondence are unrelated 
(Figure 5): a real photograph postcard on which photographer Jānis Rieksts has captured the 
scene of the funeral of Latvia’s first President, Jānis Čakste, has culturally and historically sig-
nificant content. Conversely, the reverse has a relatively trivial note: “Since you have a pressing 
need to submerge yourself in reading, I am just a nuisance, and that reminds me to go and leave 
you alone.” The date the photograph was taken is clear thanks to the event shown, but the time 
of the correspondence is unknown — the postcard does not have a postmark and the sender 
has entered a miserly “Here” in the address field.

Researchers of materiality have reviewed Walter Benjamin’s essays as well as Roland Barthes’s 
ideas, expressing the criticism that these authors’ standard and still frequently cited works 
placed typical photographic materials at the bottom of the evaluation hierarchy, also reduc-
ing photographs to an indexical function (Caraffa 2020: 80). Although Benjamin’s concept 
of the aura is complex and multifaceted, one aspect of it deals with the collapse of the aura in 
the reproduction process and may be applied to objects in the KUML collection. On the one 
hand, it could be argued that the reproducibility of a postcard, its commodity status, and un-
related correspondence shatter the Čakste funeral event’s aura of celebratory sanctity, as the 
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photograph’s medium is accompanied by repeatability and uniformity in an effort to bring 
the surrounding world closer to the masses (Benjamin 2005: 159). The real photograph 
postcards of Rainis’s funeral taken by Vilis Rīdzenieks are a related example — the series con-
sists of at least five views, in several copies, from the poet’s funeral service in Rīga. Some 
of them are even intimate moments from his widow, Aspazija’s, farewell. One reverse 
has traces of an album page and glue, indicating the inclusion of the event in a private 
collection. On the other hand, contemporary readings offer new examples for interpreting 
the aura concept,17 where the encounter of social circulation and documentary cultural 

17	 For example, in Hito Steyerl’s interpretation, the aura of poor images is in their circulation and in the social 
bonds they create, rather than in the category of originality. See Steyerl, Hito (2013). In defence of poor images. 
Steyerl, Hito (ed.) The Wretched of the Screen. Sternberg Press, pp. 31–45.
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heritage could be interpreted as the aura of this object and the essence of the postcard’s 
medium. This equivalent significance between photograph and correspondence can be 
seen in artists’ efforts to portray both sides of the medium in their projects. For instance, 
at the Izdzīvotāji (Survivors) exhibition, held as part of the Marīna 2021 biennale in July 
and August this year, graphic designer Anitra Eglīte-Poikāne had chosen to reproduce 
postcards on magnets and affix obverses to reverses, creating an interactive experience for 
exhibition visitors. In another example, Vienna-based artist Sophie Thun reproduced a 
postcard by the photogram technique within the All things in my apartment are smaller 
than 8×10 inches project, causing the obverse and reverse to merge into a single plane. 
These last examples show how real photograph postcards acquire a biography and the 
capacity to act in artistic discourse, and the focus of artistic interest is on media circulation 
and the fusion of the obverse and reverse.
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Returning to the postcard of J. Čakste’s funeral issued by Rieksts, it is currently stored in 
a box of portraits, because the association of the content with a cultural-historical event 
and person is more important than the accuracy of the genre in classifying the collection. 
Digital reproductions of the postcard continue their biographies in various collections and 
researchers’ interpretations, including this one’s. For example, putting a digital reproduction 
of a Rieksts photograph in a web image search engine shows that one history enthusiast has 
used the postcard as a visualization, to enumerate the cost of Čakste’s funeral wreaths. It 
is becoming clear that after digitization and publication of images in online collections, all 
the trajectories of digital surrogates can no longer be identified, just as when the postcards 
came to the NLL previously. In the example of the Čakste funeral scene, the real photograph 
postcard serves as a tool for social memory, but at the same time includes personal memories. 
The ambiguity of the relationship between the obverse and the reverse points to the fluidity 
of significance in an individual communication, as well as to the smaller and larger groups 
that own the photographs and their reproductions.

Collecting as a narrative

The object of the researcher’s interpretation may be the visual content of the photo-
graph, its technology, form, biographies, or history, as well as its collection and/or other 
aspects. Narrative analysis as a method of interpreting a collection can be viewed in at 
least two aspects. Firstly, the content’s narrative by subject: the KUML real photograph 
postcard collection reflects the history of Latvian culture, in the historical and techno-
logical aspects of postcards and photography. Secondly, collecting as a narrative, which 
will be discussed in more detail in the following paragraphs, reflects the institutional 
framework in which the trajectories of real photograph postcards take place and their 
biographies are interpreted.

One example of collecting as a narrative is taken from cultural theorist Mieke Bal, who 
expresses the potential of narratology methods to interpret the object world. Narra-
tive is able to coexist both objectively as reproduced text, for example in a book; and 
subjectively, as written by the author and perceived by the reader. Bal asks, Can objects 
themselves be stories or express them, and can objects be included as elements in a narra-
tive? (Bal 2006: 270–271). It should be noted that Bal does not view collecting in the 
sense that objects form a narrative in a certain order, for example, about a historical 
event. She is interested in the collecting process itself as the narrative — the motives 
for acquiring objects, assigning signif icance, systematizing, etc. Bal’s interdisciplinary 
model of interpretation can be viewed in the photographic materiality discourse, as it 
indirectly involves changing the biographies of objects. Bal’s analysis does not touch on 
objects’ own capacity to act, but on the motivation of their acquirers. Nevertheless, her 
analysis model allows the framework — under which objects are systematized, evaluated, 
and their trajectories changed — to be understood.
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To align the Bal model with the example of the KUML collection, it is important to briefly 
look at the author’s analysis, which defines the narrator, looks for the beginning of the 
collecting narrative, and interprets viewpoints and the end point. In her judgment, Bal inter-
prets the activities of private collectors. She argues that when using narratology methods, it 
is difficult to define the beginning of the narrative — at which point does the acquisition of 
objects become collecting. Bal argues that on the one hand, this can be determined retrospec-
tively — the beginning is not the first acquired object, but the moment when the gathering 
of objects acquires the import of collecting, and collectors become self-aware of being narra-
tors who disclose certain events and their sequence through objects. On the other hand, the 
beginning of collecting is explained by man’s relationship with the material world, which is 
inherited culturally and has been relevant since childhood. For Bal, collecting is an essential 
human characteristic — stories are reproduced through the objective world. However, Bal 
notes that one important category is socio-economic status, which determines the motiva-
tions for collecting. Bal refers to a list of motivations compiled by museologist Susan Pearce, 
which includes 16 categories such as rivalry, aesthetics, risk, prestige, community awareness, 
and perfection. For each category, motivation culminates in the attainment of immortal-
ity. Bal combines the entire list under one motivation — fetishism, which enables her to 
interpret collecting with psychoanalytical and Marxist theories (Bal 2006: 275). Freudian col-
lecting is based on visual experience and underpinned by endeavours to return to wholeness 
through accumulating objects. Conversely, Marx’s fetishism views objects as the products of 
human labour, the objective appearance of public relations. In Marx’s story, the collector is 
an agent of history, and the collecting impulse is created by being part of a capitalist society 
(Bal 2006: 277–281). Borrowing the toolset of Bal’s analysis, memory institutions’ collecting 
aligns with the Marxist motivation for collecting, where in the case of state institutions, the 
narrator would be the state and the viewpoints would be the interpreters of the institution’s 
acquisition policy and history — the developers and users of the collection.

The majority of museums, archives, and libraries, more or less, cite the same mission, where 
the accumulation of objects is the preservation of national cultural heritage for future gen-
erations. It has already been mentioned that the focalization concept could be applied to in-
stitutional acquisition policies — in narratology, the function of focalization on the author’s 
writing is to manipulate the reader by changing the viewpoints through which events are 
revealed in the story (Ozoliņš 2021). This shift in viewpoints, referencing Bal’s analysis, can 
be attributed to the fluidity of the meanings of real photograph postcards as they fall into 
the hands of different custodians and interpreters. On the one hand, this is revealed at the 
level of object biographies. In a hypothetical example, in 1930, someone bought a real pho-
tograph postcard with a view of Rīga and sent it to relatives with greetings. Ninety years later, 
this postcard does not evoke a sense of belonging in those relatives’ grandchildren, and the 
postcard is donated to the Library. At the Library, this real photograph postcard reaches the 
KUML collection, where the connection with the correspondents is not relevant, but a new 
connection is created — in the mutual relationships between objects in the collection. This 
change of significance is an event in the collecting narrative that includes a violent dimension, 
as in order for an object to become part of a collector’s story, some of its original significance 
is taken away (Bal 2006: 282). It could be said that this “violence” in change of significance 
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also continues while the collection is being used intensively. Each time a postcard is used 
in a reference, its significance changes in relation to other objects in the collection and its 
previous significance.

Another example of a change of viewpoints that can be considered is the acquisition and 
systematization of memory institution collections affected by a change of government. For 
example, the KUML postcard collection still shows traces of the Soviet occupation, which, 
in terms of collection content, was determined by the publishing culture of postcards in 
that period. For several decades, through legal deposit, the collection received postcards with 
references to the political system of the time. This can be seen, for example, in the subject 
boxes: Greetings on Victory Day, Greetings on Soviet Army and Navy Day, etc. Similarly, the 
imprint of the occupation period has also remained in the design of the boxes — some sub-
ject dividers are still in Russian. In these examples, the materiality of the KUML collection 
still retains a 50-year-long viewpoint of the collecting story.

Although Mieke Bal’s analysis does not touch on materiality, interpreting the collection as a 
narrative allows us to look at an important aspect in the study of photographic materiality: 
the institutional frame in which postcards are classified is in flux, and, in the collecting nar-
rative this can be interpreted as focalization or changing viewpoints. If in terms of content, 
the-subject-oriented postcard narration scene reflects the postcard medium and the history 
of Latvian culture, then addressing collecting itself as a narrative shows how memory institu-
tions organize the discourses on collective memory and history.

The last category listed in Pierce’s collecting-motivation inventory is the attainment of 
immortality. In some ways, this resonates strongly with museums’ missions — to preserve 
cultural heritage for future generations. Bal explains that the end of the collecting narrative 
is death, which is a completed collection or the attainment of perfection. The end of the 
overall NLL collecting meta-story would possibly mean a fundamental turning point, such 
as the end of the institution’s existence. However, certain parts of the KUML collection have 
possible endings; for example, the 1920s–1930s real photograph postcard collection can 
only include as many objects as the number of photographs that were created during this 
period. Although this is a significant number, it is a scale with limits. Another turning point 
in the collection’s story is the change in postcard media. For example, postcards are no longer 
produced on photographic paper; they are printed and reproduced in printing houses. They 
are also losing popularity as a correspondence medium, and in our time, postcards are often 
produced as advertising handouts — on the reverse, the space for a postage stamp remains, 
but open space for a letter is replaced by advertising text.18 These examples show that the end 
of the postcard collection’s story is dependent on the aspects of changes in the medium’s 
social circulation and its reproduction technologies.

18	 Examples include the Bad Dog advertising agency’s postcards, as well as those for exhibitions and concerts.
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Conclusion

The paper problematizes the research opportunities of large-scale photograph collections 
with a case study of the NLL KUML postcard collection, based on the study of photograph-
ic materiality. This trend has emerged as a criticism of the hierarchical view of circulation 
and art history in museum collections, which largely judges photograph collections by their 
authorship, aesthetic, and formal features. Documentary heritage photograph collections 
make up the bulk of museum, archive, and library collections. In essence, however, they 
perform invisible work and are not seen as autonomous research objects, although they are 
in active circulation and serve as reference material for researchers in various fields.

The paper is part of an early stage of a larger study, the aim of which is to make real photo-
graph postcards relevant in research on Latvian photography’s history and theory, examining 
the case of the NLL KUML collection. The paper set out to develop the fundamental basis 
for such research: to characterize the real photograph postcard section of the KUML collec-
tion; to define real photograph postcards on the basis of the circulation of 1920s–1930s real 
photograph postcards, as well as with regard to compiling the KUML collection; to formu-
late research issues posed by the KUML collection; and to expand the examples of interpreta-
tion based on photographic materiality studies.

The KUML definition of real photograph postcards is broad — they are all postcards produced 
by a photographic technique, featuring a space for correspondence on the reverse. During the 
1920s-1930s period, postcard photographic paper was widely available to both professional and 
amateur photographers, and consequently the collection consists of both souvenir postcards 
and amateur photographs. The KUML real photograph postcard collection is evaluated and 
systematized by usage function — it is documentary heritage of Latvia’s cultural history and 
serves as visual material for a broad range of references by subject. However, to date the KUML 
real photograph postcard collection has not been considered a self-contained research object, 
because it occupies a low place in the hierarchical view of the collection, which is based on 
authorship and originality. In order to get an idea of the overall history of real photograph 
postcards, the activities of specific publishers and photographers, and the historical circulation 
of real photograph postcard media, any study should include a number of memory institutions 
that accrue this type of material. Unlike postcards produced by printing, which have been 
compiled as legal deposits at the NLL since the 1930s, real photograph postcards have been 
included in the KUML collection through donations and purchases. Consequently, a review of 
the KUML collection alone cannot represent the history of the medium. However, the KUML 
real photograph postcard collection can be interpreted in the discourse of materiality studies. 
This means selecting the collection itself as the research subject and addressing objects’ econom-
ic, private-use, artistic-agency, technological, and photographic histories; other biographies and 
trajectories; systematization practices; and collecting as a narrative.

Materiality studies enable large-scale collections of standard photographs to be studied — 
collections that are not included, for example, in discourses on art photography research. 
The direction is based on interpreting the agency, circulation, and representation of objects. 
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Turning to materiality proposes that memory institution collections be viewed as ecosystems, 
forsaking the hierarchical view. This interpretative model is interdisciplinary and includes art 
history and theories and the history of photographic technology, museological, cultural, and 
social anthropology, philosophical and cultural theories, and other disciplines related to the 
circulation of photographs. In research on the history and theories of Latvian photography, 
the study of photographic materiality has only been applied relatively recently; some cases 
also can be observed in curatorial practice. This paper uses the material approach to consider 
the evaluation aspects, social biographies, and circulation of KUML collection photographs. 
In the same way, borrowing terminology and analytical elements from the discipline of 
narratology, collecting has been considered as a narrative and an institutional framework 
under which real photograph postcards undergo trajectory changes and experience a fluidity 
of significance.

The innovation of the paper is in its characterization of the compiling and systematization of 
the almost century-old KUML postcard collection, as well as subjecting it to interpretation 
by qualitative research methods — case studies and discourse analysis based on current and 
interdisciplinary photography theories. The purpose of this study is not to write the history 
of the real photograph postcard medium, but to problematize research questions about how 
the photograph collections of memory institutions participate in writing histories
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Pastkartes Latvijas Nacionālajā 
bibliotēkā: fotogrāfisku materiālu 

interpretācijas iespējas
Līga Goldberga

Fotopastkartes ir plaši sastopamas gan privātās kolekcijās un atmiņu 
albumos, kalpojot par piemiņas objektu, gan bibliotēkās, arhīvos, 
muzeju krājumos kā dokumentārais mantojums, atmiņas rīks, 
vēstures liecība un pierādījums. Tomēr līdz šim Latvijas fotogrāfijas 
pētniecības laukā to aprite un uzkrāšana atmiņu institūcijās ir maz 
pētīta. Raksts problematizē profesionāļu un amatieru radītu liela 
apjoma attēlizdevumu kolekciju interpretēšanas iespējas. Pētījuma 
centrā ir Latvijas Nacionālās bibliotēkas Konrāda Ubāna Mākslas lasī-
tavas (LNB KUML) atklātņu kolekcijas 20. gadsimta 20.–30. gadu 
pastkartes, kas izgatavotas fotogrāfijas tehnikā.

Raksts ir daļa no plašāka agrīnas stadijas pētījuma, kura mērķis ir 
aktualizēt fotopastkartes Latvijas fotogrāfijas pētniecībā, pievēršoties 
fotopastkaršu sociālajai apritei, nozīmju plūstamībai un materiali-
tātei. Raksta uzdevumi ir: iepazīstināt ar KUML atklātņu kolekciju 
un tās sistematizēšanas praksēm; apzināt fotogrāfiju teorijas un rast 
interpretācijas modeli liela apjoma attēlizdevumu kolekcijai, kas pa-
matā kalpo tematisko uzziņu izpildei, taču autorībā un oriģinalitātē 
balstītā fotogrāfijas pētniecībā paliek neredzama.

Šajā rakstā vēsturisku avotu izpētē apzināti 20. gs. 20.–30. gadu perio-
dikas resursi, gadījumu izpētēs analizēti KUML kolekcijas pastkaršu 
piemēri, kā arī diskursa analīzē interpretēta KUML fotopastkaršu 
nozīmju plūstamība dažādos sociālos kontekstos. Raksts sniedz 
ieskatu fotogrāfiju materialitātes pētniecības piemēros, aktualizē 
krājumu pārvaldīšanas hierarhizētājus procesus un to vietā piedāvā 
skatījumu, kas neizceļ atsevišķu krājuma priekšmetu vērtību pār 
citiem, bet veido iekļaujošu ekosistēmas modeli.
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The writings of Latvian poet and playwright Rainis (real name Jānis 
Pliekšāns, 1865–1929) are characterized by deep roots in world 
culture, extensive creative ideas, a continuous artistic quest, and an 
effort to cultivate individual artistic expression. Rainis was not only 
a writer and translator, but also an active supporter of socialism and 
national statehood. In 1897, due to his political beliefs, he was arrest-
ed and exiled to Pskov and later to Slobodsk in Vyatka Governorate 
(1898–1903). After the tragic events of 1905, Rainis, along with his 
spouse, the poet Aspazija (real name Elza Rozenberga, 1865–1943), 
abandoned Latvia, going into exile to Castagnola in Switzerland and 
returning to Latvia only in 1920.

A wide range of sources has been used in research about Rainis. 
These include his finished and published works in various editions, 
their translations into foreign languages, and translations of other 
authors’ works by Rainis himself. His literary heritage also includes 
his unfinished works and variants of manuscript texts, his corre-
spondence and diaries, and various documents of the era. There are 
also his so-called creative thoughts1 or notes, in which the poet has 
identified both purposefully developed and sometimes spontaneous 
ideas arising from contemplation on a particular work to be created, 
as well as focusing on the development of themes and artistic images 
that, due to their idealistic ambition and expansion, exceed materials 
to be included in individual works. This rich set of texts reflects 
Rainis’s creative laboratory: the birth of ideas, the evolution of ideas, 
themes, and artistic images, the search for the form of a literary work, 
the contradictions faced by the poet in the creative process, resolved 
and unresolved artistic issues, and the creative impulses that have 
guided the poet on this complicated course. Research of Rainis’s 
creative laboratory is important not only as a separate case in the his-
tory of literature and drama, but also as a significant contribution to 
the research of artistic creative processes, especially in the changing 
cultural paradigm that Latvia experienced in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.

There are particularly important images of morning, day, and 
light, particularly the sun, which symbolize life, freedom, and 
courage of spirit. They represent the highest ethical ideals in 
Rainis’s writing. The steady use of light imagery is typical of all 
of Rainis’s writing at various stages of its development, which 
is certainly diverse, broad and has to be treated symbolically. 
But do we have a stable def inition of night imagery in Rainis’s 

1	  In Latvian, radāmās domas.
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fiction? The purpose of this article is to find out whether changes in the theme of night are 
manifested in Rainis’s plays, and if so, which. The article also seeks to highlight the dynamics 
of the theme of night in the evolution of Rainis’s creative intentions. The article will mainly 
analyze Rainis’s creative thoughts regarding plays, in particular two of his plays — Fire and 
Night (Uguns un nakts, published in 1905) and I Played, I Danced (Spēlēju, dancoju, 1915). 
However, contextual trends will be researched in relation to the most important nocturnal 
theme developments in the works of the Latvian poet and playwright Aspazija as well as of 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832), focusing on some aspects of Rainis’s translation 
of J. W. von Goethe’s tragedy Faust (1808, 1832).

Rainis has turned to the theme of night and darkness several times in his plays. In his play Fire 
and Night, whose subtitle is An Old Song in a New Sounding, the Black Knight talks about 
‘final darkness’: ‘Where the unmentionable almighty night reigns/ The eternal, uninitiated 
night’2 (Rainis 1980: 184); he also  mentions ‘Unmentionable night’ (Rainis 1980: 184) and 

‘a sluggish night/ Which is weighing down everything/ Without moving’3 (Rainis 1980: 186). 
Similar trends in forming the image of night are also observed in the materials of his unfinished 
play Īliņš (or Kurbads)4. The unfinished play is a rich store of creative ideas, in which Rainis 
has identified ideas and themes that have also been used in other works, including the play 
Fire and Night. According to researchers of Rainis’s writing Viktors Hausmanis and Gundega 
Grīnuma, it is unfortunately not possible to determine precisely when Rainis started his work 
on the play, but the dated pages show that he worked particularly intensively on the ideas of 
Īliņš in 1900–1902, during his exile to Slobodsk, returning to the play purposefully during the 
Castagnola exile, and in 1926 had still not abandoned the idea (Hausmanis, Grīnuma 1981). 
Īliņš, the protagonist of the unfinished play, is the son of a bear and a captive woman. The 
young man has spent years lacking strength and lying on top of the furnace. When he regains 
his physical strength, he aims to reshape the world and struggles with narrowness and numb-
ness, both in the space of life and in the minds of the people. In the dialogues between Īliņš 
and his bride Ziedīte in Act 1, the protagonist is described as the spring wind5 whose task is to 
free the earth from the winter freeze (Rainis 1981c: 168), while in Act 3, Īliņš calls on people 
to come closer to the sun and go out to learn a new, wider room of life6. Thus, confronting the 
protagonist and his aspirations with images of night and darkness is inevitable.

2	 Kur valda neminamā, pārvarīgā,/ Mūžīgā, nesāktā nakts.

3	 [..] kūtrā nakts,/ Kas spiezdama guļ pār visu pāri/ Un nekustas.

4	 Rainis changed the title of the play several times. In the oldest outlines, Rainis called his work in progress 
Sonnenkind (or ‘the Sun Child’), later the play was called Īliņš or Īls (parallel forms), but in October 1917 
the name Kurbads appeared in several notes (Hausmanis, Grīnuma 1981). As Īliņš is the protagonist’s name 
most often used in Rainis’s notes, the play will be further on called Īliņš, not Kurbads, although the compi-
lers of the academic edition of Rainis’s Collected Works chose the latter, which is chronologically the last title.

5	 The word īliņš means ‘sharp wind, breeze’. Linguist Konstantīns Karulis gives two versions of this word, explai-
ning it (1) as a borrowing, (2) the legacy of the Proto-Indo-European language. (Karulis 1992: 341–342)

6	 For instance, ‘in Act 3 is also culmination of  Īl.’s hope and plans, full power, unrestricted possibilities, full-
ness of strength: […] the plan to go to the warm lands, to get the sun.’ (Rainis 1981b: 221)
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For example, in a page of creative thoughts dated 15 August 1907, the poet outlined a 
sketch for a dialogue that he intended to include in Act V of the play, in which one of 
Īliņš’ opponents is either his own antagonistic internal voice or sands which devour the 
protagonist7 and, according to one of Rainis’s final variants, symbolically represent the 
protagonist’s struggle with the multitude of people who are cowardly and mentally inert. 
According to Rainis’s intention, the following thought would be varied in the text of his 
opponent: ‘Only what does not move, lives forever, what doesn’t spend, it is the night that 
wins everything: the past, god, fate, death’ (Rainis 1981b: 287). This interpretation of the 
image of night is also found in a stylistically unfinished poetic piece, which Rainis seems 
to have planned to incorporate into Īliņš’ monologue marked as Klage der Sehnsucht or a 

‘cry of despair’:

‘Out of the night we come, and we go on 
Towards the great infinite final night 
We look back into the night to see our lifetime 
And we see the same night ahead of us. 
A tiny ray of light flashes up like lighting, 
A single moment in the ever-long darkness, 
And you are the ray and the moment’8 (Rainis 1981a: 207–208).

As we see, both the lines of the Black Knight in Fire and Night and the quoted snippets from 
Īliņš’ text feature the night not only treated as inscrutable, inert and depressing, but also 
associated with the eternal. In contrast to this, the idea of human life appears in the materials 
of Īliņš as a short-yet-bright moment, with the task of at least breaking the inert mass of an 
all-encompassing darkness for a moment.

In general, we can find interesting pieces of material written for Īliņš and developed in the 
form of poetry and fragmentary outlines of ideas, which present variations of the image of 
the night, in particular in Act V of the play, providing remarkable evidence not only of the 
options discussed by Rainis but also of the contradictions the poet came across.

Although the materials of Act V of Īliņš also contain fragments of text in which the night 
is associated with aggressive activity (e.g., ‘comes a fierce black night’ (Rainis 1981a: 200)), 
in Rainis’s treatment, the night is mostly frightful not because of its chaotic whirlwind of 

7	 See, for instance, the idea written down in the Slobodsk period, Īliņš ‘is victorious over antagonists of mass: 
the coarse force, a giant, then a spiritual force — God, then wants to raise the mass itself, the time, the small 
things — but the mass outweighs him, against the sand, the 10000, he is powerless.’ (Rainis 1981b: 251)

8	 Iz nakts mēs atnākam un ejam atkal 
Uz lielo, nebeidzamo gala nakti. 
Uz mūžu naktī atskatāmies atpakaļ 
Un priekšā redzam vis to pašu nakti. 
Kā zibens pazibsnī sīks gaismas stars, 
Viens vienīgs mirklis garā, garā tumsā, 
Un tu tas stars, tas mirklis.
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elements, but, on the contrary, because of its emptiness and lack of form. For instance, in 
a voluminous poetic passage of the tragedy that was written for Act V, the poet writes the 
following on the cosmic proportions of the battle of day and night:

‘Night eels itself between the earth and heaven 
Its body gross and without form 
It stretches out dark shadows as its arms. 
Sun does defend with whips of rays 
But night brings forth the rolling clouds 
As big as mountains, heaps them up 
And pushes them in all the room, 
The green earth now loses breath 
And the fair joy grows pale in heavens. 
Now sun bleeds out from thousand wounds 
And red from her blood they trod 
The cloud giants stand —

The sun has fought for thousand years 
But night falls back, but only to return 
And cover all beyond the realm of sun. 
Night rules unchallenged since older days 
And night has nothing to fear in this battle 
It only wins and never loses 
Because it has nothing, only the void.

Her body does not grow old from birthing 
Her child does not suck life from her breast. 
She holds on to her power, spending nothing, 
She creates not, she only does destroy, 
She has no passion of creator, 
She does not burn when warming others 
She sows no seed form all that she has gathered 
She does not bleed for her brothers’9 (Rainis 1981a: 199) [emphasis by Z. Š.].

9	 Starp debesi un zemi spraucas nakts 
Ar rupjo bezveidīgo ķermeni, 
Kā rokas izstiepdama tumšas ēnas.  
Gan saule gainās staru pātagām, 
Bet nakts tai pretim atveļ mākoņus 
Kā milzu kalnus, kaudzēm kraudama 
Un visu telpu pilnu piebāzdama, 
Kā zaļai zemei dvaša aizraujas 
Un gaišais jautrums nobālst debesīs. 
Jau saule asiņo iz tūkstots vātīm 
Un, asnīs nobridušies sarkani, 
Stāv mākoņmilži — 
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In his creative thoughts from the exile in Slobodsk, Rainis also notes that ‘the night and the 
emptiness are without love, they do not create and bear fruit’ (Rainis 1981b: 249), while 

‘light wants to overcome the night, the world, the content — the void’ (Rainis 1981b: 249). 
However, the poet, looking at night in another context, also comes to a different theme 
of the night: ‘Day and night or void. A man and a woman. The woman is empty, the man 
must create, then she gives him back. (Substance. V The night is empty, but it is forced to 
give birth, the beam of light is the creator, thus the day overcomes the night.) Power and 
substance, or everything is merely energy, emptiness’ (Rainis 1981b: 248). Rainis continues 
this idea in another note of the Slobodsk period, developing an ideal outline of the main 
character of the play Īliņš, in the context of cosmic developments:

‘In Īl. [Īliņš] denotes strength and forgiveness coming from the earth that turns, hurrying 
forward, not knowing where.

The natural forces originate from the earth, from their opposite that is the dormant, prime-
val night, and yet from it: from the rest, from nothing, from the night, all the present, every 
movement, the light. Īl. is the existing struggle in itself, against itself, it is its own develop-
ment. Where does it go? Who knows but still: forward! Revolution’ (Rainis 1981b: 252).

Thus, although Rainis remains faithful to the inherent symbolic system where light is 
unambiguously positive and victorious; night is no longer formidable, inert, because of its 
void and passivity, a hostile force to eternal development. Night is a mysterious ambivalence, 
as it also conceals an unrealized creative potential, which only requires a strong external 
impulse. It is possible, therefore, that Act V of the play also contains extraordinarily poetic 
lines devoted to the wonderful beauty of the night and which do not have even a hint at the 
destructive functions of the night:

‘Night’s deep dark ornament of holy darkness, 
You silver veil that weaves above 

 
Jau tūkstots, tūkstots gadu saule cīnās, 
Bet nakts tik atkāpjas, lai atkal nāktu 
Aiz pasauls telpām visā plašumā. 
Jau sen bez pretestības valda nakts —  
Un naktij nau no cīņas jābaidās, 
Tā var tik uzvarēt, bet nevar zaudēt, 
Jo viņai nau nekā — tik tukšums vien. 
 
Tās miesas neveco no dzemdēšanas, — 
Tai bērns iz krūtīm nesūc dzīvību. 
Tā savu spēku cīņai neizlaiž, 
Tai radīt nevajga, bet tikai postīt, 
Tā nekvēl radītāja kaislībā,  
Tā, būtes sildot, pate nesadeg, 
Tā sēklu nekaisa iz sava pūra, 
Priekš brāļiem nelej savas asinis
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And stretches subtle strings of rays 
On meadows pale, on scintillating brooks’10 (Rainis 1981a: 200).

It is no secret that Rainis’s creation of the world of artistic efforts and ideas has been strongly 
influenced by the creative personalities of two poets. They are his spouse, Aspazija, and 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, especially his tragedy Faust, the translation of which Rainis 
worked on in 1896–1897.

In Aspazija’s writings, the image of the night was interpreted in a diverse manner, both in 
the play The Witch (Ragana, 1894) and in other dramatic pieces and in her poetry at vari-
ous stages of life. Saulcerīte Viese writes: ‘There is the ‘bewitched,’ nightmare night in her 
The Twilight of the Soul (Dvēseles krēsla) from which the lyric hero cannot get out. There 
is the blossoming night in The Sunny Corner (Saulainais stūrītis) when ‘trees yield their 
juice’ and a young heart is fairly embarrassed. There is An Armful of Flowers (Ziedu klēpis) 
containing the inspired Moonlight (Mēnessnakts), a true anthem to the beauty of the Moon 
and the translucent delicacy of the soul. There is a deep nocturnal loneliness in Wings 
Widespread (Izplesti spārni) when ‘no one hears you, no one is holding you.’ And this is 
the perfect cosmic dynamic night of life and transformation.’ (Viese 1985: 18) Aspazija has 
been drawn to focus on nocturnal themes so often, not only by the possibilities of symbolic 
treatment of night, but also by its obscurity and the rich spectrum of feelings. Frequently, 
in Aspazija’s writings, it is at night that the deepest parts of a person’s soul open up, it is 
honored as a great moment of creation. In 1910, Aspazija conveys this feeling of excitement 
in her fantasy How Roses Blossom (Kā rozes plaukst):

‘We think of the night as a heavy, shapeless giant who lies on the whole life and stops all 
the movements. But the night is not like that. 
The night is infinitely subtle and invisible; she walks so gently that she does not touch 
upon the ground. 
In her hand, she carries a gold dish tied with a black blanket that keeps the secret of the 
great creation. 
All the fine threads of the tissues of life, which pass and cross in the workshop of 
Nature, are woven into the night. 
All that is great becomes the night. 
[…]

The greatest thoughts are thoughts at night. That is why everyone bows in respect for the 
night. We often despise the grey mundanity, but no one has complained about the black 
nocturnity’11 (Aspazija 1988: 171).

10	 Nakts dziļi tumšās segas svētā rota, 
Tu pāri austais sudrabotais plīvurs, 
Kas smalkās staru stīgas izstiepis 
Pār blāvām pļavām, dzirksteļainiem strautiem.

11	 Mēs iedomājamies nakti kā smagu, bezveidīgu milzeni, kurš uzguļas virsū visai dzīvībai un visas kustības 
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This complete fantasy of poetic passion, which also contains a subtle discussion with Rainis, 
reveals the influence of German Romanticist literature on Aspazija. We can see similarities 
to Hymns to the Night (Hymnen an die Nacht, 1800) by Novalis (real name Georg Friedrich 
Philipp von Hardenberg, 1772–1801), where the unusual, passionate vision is characterized 
by an ecstasy of love and death, which is typical of the author:

‘Aside I turn to the holy, unspeakable, mysterious Night. Afar lies the world, sunk in 
a deep grave; waste and lonely is its place. In the chords of the bosom blows a deep 
sadness. I am ready to sink away in drops of dew, and mingle with the ashes. […]

‘What springs up all at once so sweetly boding in my heart, and stills the soft air of sadness? 
Dost thou also take a pleasure in us, dusky Night? What holdest thou under thy mantle, that 
with hidden power affects my soul? Precious balm drips from thy hand out of its bundle of 
poppies. […] How poor and childish a thing seems to me now the light! How joyous and 
welcome the departure of the day! […]

‘More heavenly than those glittering stars we hold the eternal eyes that the Night hath opened within 
us. Farther they see than the palest of those countless hosts. Needing no aid from the light, they 
penetrate the depths of a loving soul that fills a loftier region with bliss ineffable’12 (Novalis 2005).

Although the fantasy of Aspazija does not include the complex religious symbolism of Nova-
lis’ writings, nor its complicated poetic texture, the two poets are united in the excitement of 
the mysterious and creative potential of the night.

In Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s tragedy Faust, there are many scenes that take place at 
night. One of the most magnificent examples is the Walpurgis Night on Harz Mountain, 
another scene features a night in his study where Faust calls the Spirit of the Earth, and in 

apstādina. Bet tāda viņa nebūt nav. 
Nakts ir netverami smalka un nesaredzami daiļa; viņa iet tik maigi pāri pār zemi, ka to nemaz neaizskar. 
Rokā tā nes zelta trauku, pārsietu ar melnu segu, kurā glabā lielo radīšanas noslēpumu. 
Visi dzīvības audu smalkie pavedieni, kuri rit un krustojas dabas darbnīcā, tiek ievērti naktī. 
Viss, kas liels, top pa nakti. 
[..] 
Arī vislielākās domas tiek domātas pa nakti. Tādēļ ikviens jūt it kā bijību un cienību pret nakti. Bieži dzird gan 
ar nicināšanu minam pelēko ikdienību, bet neviens vēl nav sūdzējies par melno iknaktību. (Aspazija 1988: 171)

12	 Abwärts wend ich mich zu der heiligen, unaussprechlichen, geheimnisvollen Nacht. Fernab liegt die Welt – in 
eine tiefe Gruft versenkt – wüst und einsam ist ihre Stelle. In den Saiten der Brust weht tiefe Wehmut. In 
Tautropfen will ich hinuntersinken und mit der Asche mich vermischen. [..] 
Was quillt auf einmal so ahndungsvoll unterm Herzen, und verschluckt der Wehmut weiche Luft? Hast auch 
du ein Gefallen an uns, dunkle Nacht? Was hältst du unter deinem Mantel, das mir unsichtbar kräftig an 
die Seele geht? Köstlicher Balsam träuft aus deiner Hand, aus dem Bündel Mohn. [..] Wie arm und kindisch 
dünkt mir das Licht nun – wie erfreulich und gesegnet des Tages Abschied. [..] Himmlischer, als jene blitzenden 
Sterne, dünken uns die unendlichen Augen, die die Nacht in uns geöffnet. Weiter sehn sie als die blässesten jener 
zahllosen Heere – unbedürftig des Lichts durchschaun sie die Tiefen eines liebenden Gemüts – was einen höhern 
Raum mit unsäglicher Wollust füllt. (Novalis 1998)
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another night scene, when Faust takes a walk, his poodle turns into Mephistopheles. At 
night, Faust also comes to a forest cave. When beholding it, he expresses his passionate desire 
to immerse into the depths of his soul:

‘[…] Then to the cave secure thou [Mephistopheles] leadest me, 
Then show’st me mine own self, and in my breast 
The deep, mysterious miracles unfold’ (Goethe 2005).

On the other hand, Part II of the tragedy includes the classic Walpurgis Night, in which 
the eternal transformation and creation force manifest chimeric, semi-finished, mono-
chrome-shaped creatures — griffins, sphinxes, Arimaspi, sirens, the centaur Chiron, pig-
mies, doddles, Nereids, Lamia, Empousa, Mirmidons, tritons, eternal shape-shifter Proteus, 
hippocampi, etc. The activities also involve Grays, the earth-changer volcanic Seismus, and 
Anaxagoras and Taless discuss the origins of life.

In his essay The World as Black Magic: On the Philosophy of Goethe’s Creativity, Estonian writer 
and literary critic Jaan Undusk explains the understanding of light, darkness, and twilight in 
Goethe’s writings. He writes that the author of Faust is ‘a hunter in the kingdom of creative 
twilight’ (Undusk 2002: 21) and admits that Goethe ‘is never going to hunt the obvious, the reality 
of the daylight, he is more likely to be attracted by the dark potential and what may result from it’ 
(Undusk 2002: 21). Jaan Undusk concludes that Goethe’s ‘night is never empty, it just keeps aloof, 
something budding in the dark. […] A young mother’s lap (thus, the night for Goethe is also a 
young mother) can also bring forth horrible things in the world, but it is a miracle in itself. There’s 
always something being born in the night, it’s not the end of this world’ (Undusk 2002: 23).

Indeed, Faust’s infinite craving for perfection begins to materialize in collaboration with 
Mephistopheles, who says:

‘Part of the Part am I, once All, in primal Night,— 
Part of the Darkness which brought forth the Light, 
The haughty Light, which now disputes the space, 
And claims of Mother Night her ancient place’13 (Goethe 2005).

Rainis translates this as follows:

Tās daļas daļa es, kas pirmāk visa bija, 
Tās tumsas daļa, kas sev gaismu dzemdēja, 
To lepno gaismu, kura, nakti mākdama, 
Gandrīz vai valsti viņai nolaupīja (Gēte 1982: 51).

13	 Tās daļas daļa es, kas pirmāk visa bija, 
Tās tumsas daļa, kas sev gaismu dzemdēja,  
To lepno gaismu, kura, nakti mākdama, 
Gandrīz vai valsti viņai nolaupīja. (Gēte 1982: 51)
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Johann Wolfgang von Goethe used a delicate phrase ‘Mother Night’ in this passage of text, 
which specifically accentuates night as capable of creation:

Ich bin ein Teil des Teils, der anfangs alles war, 
Ein Teil der Finsternis, die sich das Licht gebar, 
Das stolze Licht, das nun der Mutter Nacht 
Den alten Rang, den Raum ihr streitig macht […]. 
[emphasis by Z. Š.] (Goethe 19--: 172)

Although Rainis did not retain this essential nuance14 in his translation of Faust, we 
should not believe that he did so for any particular purpose. Another — in a way sim-
ilar — inaccuracy can also be observed in another fragment of Faust translated by 
Rainis: namely, in his translation, Faust speaks to Mephistopheles, saying ‘tu ērmots 
gars, kas dzimis peklē […]’ (Gēte 1982: 52) (‘an odd spirit born in hell [..]’), although in the 
original Goethe calls Mephistopheles the son of Chaos: ‘[…] Des Chaos wunderlicher Sohn!’ 
(Goethe 19--: 173). Rainis used the word ‘hell’ in his translation, but it clearly has a negative 
connotation, suggesting something frightening and destructive. On the other hand, the 
word ‘chaos’ used by Goethe — although it refers to a structure that differs sharply from 
the cosmic order of the Lord and his angels in the Prologue in Heaven, rather represents an 
unpredictable and ambivalent environment, which includes not only destructive but also 
creative forces. It was noticeable that Rainis had corrected this imprecision in his comments 
on Faust. In explaining the word ‘chaos’ used in the classic Walpurgis Night, he added, ‘Me-
phistopheles, as we have seen before, is also called chaos’s son.’ (Rainis 1982: 461) Although 
Rainis seems to have forgotten some of his own notes in Part 1 of the tragedy, it is important 
that he considers it necessary to remind us of Mephistopheles’s connection with chaos.

The purpose of this article is, of course, not a critical analysis of the translation of Faust by 
Rainis. The inaccuracies found in the translation have been considered in order to highlight 
the context of the creative laboratory of his writings and to emphasize that the poet not only 
made an invaluable contribution to the wealth of the Latvian cultural space by translating 
Faust, but also gained a creative impulse for his own writing. It is possible that without the 
scenes of Walpurgis Night, as shown in Part I of Faust, or the scenes in the The Mountain 
King’s cave in Peer Gynt (1866) by Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906), Rainis would not have been 
able to write, for instance, Act III in his play I Played, I Danced.

From insights into Rainis’s writing, let us turn to the theme of the night occurring in 
his works. I would like to mention conclusions made by Janīna Kursīte in her study Rai-
nis’s Poetry. She points out that, around 1910, in terms of time and space, Rainis’s poetry 

14	 Valdis Bisenieks translates it thus: 
Es daļa daļas, kura sākumā bij viss, 
Es daļa tumsas, kurai bērns bij piedzimis, 
Par gaismu aug tas, lepni kļūst kam prāti. 
Kas padzīt grib nu nakti, savu māti [..]. (Gēte 1999: 48)
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underwent significant changes15: ‘In his collection The End and The Beginning (Gals un sā-
kums)16, Rainis has already waived binary oppositions in his early poetry, where, for instance, 
the night (also darkness) is unequivocally associated with death and the negative, while the 
day (also light) is associated with life and the positive. During the second stage, the night is 
deeper than the day because:

‘In the day you hide yourself, 
And you hide your pain much deeper.’17

In Dagda Sketchbooks (Dagdas skiču burtnīcas) the night is often the time when the most 
concealed thoughts are not afraid to reveal themselves; it is also the time when the spirit and 
soul are able to recover. The link between night, darkness and death does not disappear in 
Dagda Sketchbooks, but it is rich in comparison to the previous stage. The night is also death, 
but only as part of cycle, followed by a renewal’ (Kursīte 1996: 175).

The borderline of 1910 referred to by Janīna Kursīte also chronologically separates two high-
ly vivid plays by Rainis: Fire and Night, written in 1904 and 1905 (the prologue in prose 
1907), and I Played, I Danced, whose text was created through intense work in 1915.

In the text of the play Fire and Night18, the word ‘night’ (also ‘midnight’) occurs 26 times, 
and, as noted above, night and darkness are mainly related to the image of the Black Knight; 
accordingly, night and darkness are treated as inert and immobile, hence as a destructive and 
all-devouring stiffness. The word ‘night’ occurs 10 times in Act I, which includes the essential 
dialogue of the Black Knight and Spīdola, ending with the message expressed by the Black 
Knight: ‘Yet, night will once devour a handful of light!’19 (Rainis 1980: 186). However, night is 
also when the action takes place. Each of the five acts of Fire and Night takes place in a different 
location; moreover, thinking both of the symbolic significance of all the elements used in the 
play and of the visual aspects of the possible stage setting, Rainis changes the background along 
with the colors and lights that characterize it within a single act. Act I takes place in Aizkraukle 

15	 In the introduction to the chapter Time and Space in Rainis’s Poetry, J. Kursīte writes: ‘In the sense and 
treatment of the time-space, Rainis poetry is divided into two stages. The first covers the collections Distant 
Moods in Blue Twilight (1903), Storm Seed (1905), Quiet Book (1909), Those who don’t Forget (1911), the 
poem Ave, Sol! (1910); and the second, The End and The Beginning (1912), Dagda Sketchbooks (1920–1925). 
The approximate boundary between the first and second stages: 1910.’ (Kursīte 1996: 166)

16	 Gals un sākums

17	 Dienā slēp tu sevi pats, 
Vēl jo dziļāk savas sāpes..

18	 In the play Fire and Night, originally written for an opera libretto competition, Rainis creatively developed 
the plot of Andrejs Pumpurs’ (1841–1902) epic poem Bearslayer (Lāčplēsis, 1888), deepening its ideological 
dimension. The protagonist Lāčplēsis embodies the nation’s strength and the struggle for freedom; his bride 
Laimdota symbolizes Latvia; the Black Knight represents the forces of darkness; the chieftain Kangars betrays 
his nation. A controversial, but very important image is the beautiful and witchlike Spīdola who symbolizes 
the freedom of the spirit, the eternal transformation and development.

19	 Nakts tomēr reiz aprīs saujiņu gaismas!
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Castle on the banks of the Daugava River, its opening remark indicating that ‘evening is setting 
in’ (Rainis 1980: 199); Act II takes place at night in the Burtnieki Castle, which has sunk to 
the bottom of the lake. The action of the rest of the play takes place in a completely different 
location; the time of the events is either day (Act III in the newly established city of Rīga and 
Act V in the Lielvārde Castle on the bank of the Daugava), or a setting whose specific bound-
aries of time and space are imposable to draw (Act IV on the seashore of the Death Island). It 
is noteworthy that in Act II the events of the night are not only happening in the Burtnieki 
Castle at the bottom of a lake — which Rainis, following a tradition set by Andrejs Pumpurs 
(1841–1902) in his epic Lāčplēsis (1888), treated as a lost storage of folk treasure but that the 
lake also becomes the setting of the three symbolic stages of Lāčplēsis’ fight: driving devils out 
of the castle, his victory over the dragon, and his encounter with a corpse lying in a coffin, sym-
bolizing the spiritually inert and numb ‘ego’ of Lāčplēsis. Act II contains references to visual 
effects intended by Rainis, such as the glowing flames of devils’ forks and the fire created by the 
dragon. The details, which are mentioned in the introductory note to the scene of the meeting 
of Lāčplēsis and the dead body, symbolize overwhelming stiffness: ‘Then a pale, eerie light sets 
in: occasional snowflakes, icing in the windows, crackling frost.’ (Rainis 1980: 216) 

Unlike the dominating juxtaposition of light and darkness in Fire and Night, the interpreta-
tion of the theme of night is far from unambiguous in the play I Played, I Danced20; more-
over, Rainis’s notes at the time of writing the play reflect an evolution of the poet’s insights, 
which also affects the expansion of the theme of night.

Chronologically, the first creative thoughts for I Played, I Danced date back to 1904, when 
Rainis wrote down ideas for a new play in his notes that would show the night of the devil 
and the devils’ feat in the devils’ threshing barn. At this stage, it was intended that the main 
character be a resourceful young man named Ansis. The title of the play is not referenced 
yet. A comparison of early creative thoughts, which were put down in 1904, with the text 
of the 1915 play, yields the conclusion that the concept of the place of the action changed 
in the process of creating the text of the play; moreover, essential changes have affected the 
depiction of the devils’ threshing barn, the setting of Act III. 

In 1904, Rainis planned to describe the devils’ feast as ‘a parody on the threshing of grain’ 
(Rainis 1984: 293) and ‘the devils’ ballet’ (Rainis 1984: 294), which depicts terrible infernal 
orgies, which, of course, take place at night:

‘The devils’ feast in a threshing barn or a swamp 
They eat worms out of skulls […] 
Drink blood and tears. 
Ravens and crows surround them’ (Rainis 1984: 293).

20	 The plot of the play is partially based on the Latvian folklore and partially — on the legend of Orpheus and 
Eurydice. The protagonist of the play Tots is a musician, who has to bring back his beloved girl Lelde (the 
symbol of Latvia) from the Underworld, where she was brought by the dead Master (Kungs). To do this, Tots 
has to face not only the Master, but also the devils whose  habitation, the  devils’  threshing  barn, is interpre-
ted as the world of Chaos.
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However, in the creative thoughts that came approximately in January 1904, there are also 
ideas that characterize the threshing barn not as a fantastic environment, but as a rigid 
and realistic location: ‘In the threshing barn. Threshing songs. The overseers with a whip, 
weary, the Master enters, yells: strong threshing, flogging’ (Rainis 1984: 294). These creative 
thoughts of 1904 do not show a contradiction in the creative ideas or the author’s difficulty 
in deciding in favor of one or the other variant of representing the threshing, but rather a 
more complicated concept: namely, to show Rainis’s intention to present scenes in the barn 
within the framework of the same act as a change between two different planes: both in 
the fantastic context (the devils’ feast in the threshing barn, the swamp in the devils’ castle) 
and in a realistic, historical close-up context of an everyday situation (the threshing of grain 
under the cruel supervision of an overseer). This is reflected in the wording of the basic idea 
found in the notes — ‘The threshing barn turns into the devils’ castle and vice versa’ (Rainis 
1984: 294), as well as ‘The devils’ castle disappears, and the threshing barn appears again’ 
(Rainis 1984: 295).

The devils’ feast was unequivocally treated as something scary, inhuman, and destructive. 
Despite the complexity of Rainis’s intention, recorded in his creative thoughts in 1904, the 
barn is shown as the place of action and, consequently, night is the time for threshing and 
the devils’ feast. Moreover, the historically recognized and realistic plan, as it were, dominates 
in the poet’s early drafts by lending a specific tonality of evil, based in socioeconomic condi-
tions, to the night events plotted in the play.

On the other hand, in the final version of the play written in early 1915, night has received 
another interpretation. In this short and intense period of the development of the play, it 
acquired not only the well-known title I Played, I Danced, which was first recorded on 
28 January 1915 (Rainis 1984: 293), but also its significant subtitle, The Devils’ Night in Five 
Acts, which appeared in Rainis’s notes on 25 February 1915 (Rainis 1984: 293), highlighting 
the special importance of the theme of night. 

However, in the play itself, the word ‘night’ cannot be frequently found. The word ‘night’ 
(also ‘midnight’) is used in I Play, I Dance: 7 times in Act I, 15 times in Act II, 14 times 
in Act III, 2 times in Act IV and 3 times in Act V, including stage directions. The word is 
mainly used repeatedly in the text of Tots’s song and when indicating the time of an action 
or event. Clearly, the word ‘night’ is most-used in Acts II and III. It is only logical, as the 
action of the play is directed according to the time of the day, starting with the events of the 
wedding in a decorated peasant room late in the evening in Act I until the rise of the sun in 
the courtyard of the wedding house at the beginning of a new day in Act V. This chronolog-
ical direction within an incomplete day has given Rainis an opportunity to make the night 
both the architectural focus of the play and, most importantly, the basis of ideas for the 
development of the main character, Tots.

In Act III, Tots goes into the devils’ threshing barn in order to save Lelde, who was mur-
dered by the Master; the stage directions at the beginning of the act portray a wild environ-
ment for the action:
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‘The front of the threshing barn in a fantastic style. 
Only vague signs of the large parts of the building are seen: roofs, 
work room, gates. Trees all around. 
It is the dead of night’ (Rainis 1981d: 339)21.

However, the night is essential not only as the framework for a specific act. In the case of 
I Played, I Danced, the functionality of the theme of night should rather be viewed in the 
context of the general concept of the play. In Acts II and III of I Played, I Danced, Rainis 
reveals the ambivalence of the night, because, on the one hand, it is related to the dangerous, 
the destructive (the revival of the vampire Master, the presence of infernal forces), and the 
dangerous static state of the inert (the depressing loneliness of the devils’ threshing barns, 
boredom and inertia before Tots’ arrival), while on the other, the action of Act III and the 
dialogues between Tots and the Three-headed King of the devils emphasize night and the 
connection of the devils’ threshing barn to the creative and destructive potentials of primeval 
Chaos (for more, see Šiliņa 2004).

Returning to Fire and Night, written in 1903–1904, it is important to dwell on some signifi-
cant nuances in Act IV of the play, which takes place beyond a specific time and space on the 
Island of Death. In this act, the word ‘night’ is used only twice, but in one instance it is men-
tioned in the powerful and poetically saturated lines of Spīdola, in which she tells Lāčplēsis 
about the road on which the two will be taken by the unity of beauty and strength:

‘There’s more — it’s not the end of the road. 
Beyond land’s edge and heaven’s fringe 
Spreads a sea with no islands;  
No waves, no storm, no day, no night — 
Where all ends and danger is standing on guard’22 (Rainis 1986: 62–63).

In this fragment of Spīdola’s text, night is treated as the opposite of light and as a destruc-
tive cosmic force while also being one of the elements in the process of eternal creation and 
transformation, and it is precisely in this respect that the creative potential of the night is im-
plemented. In her essay, published in installments in 1921, Aspazija also referred to Spīdola’s 
text in the Scene on the Island of Death of Act 4 in Fire and Night. She interprets the night 

21	 In comparison, the opening directions for Act 2, which only indicate that it is dark and the moon appears in 
the sky during the Act: 

‘An ancient cemetery. Old graves and crosses, tall trees; everything is overgrown by bushes and creepers. There 
are some graves in the foreground, like knolls. It is quite dark.  
Later the moon comes out, dark red.’ (Rainis 1981c: 301)

22	 Vēl tas nau viss, tas ceļš vēl īss: 
Aiz zemes malas, aiz debess malas 
Vēl plešas jūra, kur nau ne salas, 
Ne viļņu, ne vētras, ne dienas, ne nakts, 
Kur beidzas viss un stāv briesmas uz vakts. (Rainis 1980: 267)
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as one of the basic elements of Rainis’s play as follows: ‘Night, eternity, it is nature itself, this 
is an elementary lap of love, it is the great secret from which everything emerges and is born. 
The world of our light, woven from time and space, would melt into infinity if it were not 
once again linked and connected by the night where it gets warm to give birth to new worlds’ 
(Aspazija 1987: 604). Of course, it should be borne in mind that, in this case, Aspazija’s 
view is based on the subjective feelings and her own creative ideas; however, it should not be 
forgotten that Aspazija not only shared Rainis’s artistic ideas, but also understood him as an 
artist and contributed to the development of many an artistic idea or image in his writings.

Despite the fact that the dark/light and darkness/daylight generally dominate in Fire 
and Night, Spīdola’s text in Act IV forms a deviation from the understanding of night as 
an unambiguous destructive element, giving it ambivalence and highlighting the idea of 
interactions of these opposites as eternal creation, change, and development. Thus, it can 
be concluded that in both Rainis’s unfinished and completed plays he fully developed this 
concept by the year 1910, when the related changes were reflected in his poetry. During his 
time in Slobodsk, the creative thoughts on the play Īliņš reveal that Rainis recognized the 
ambivalence of the imagery of night — and as noted, he does not always consistently stick 
to the unambiguous negative image of the night as a motionless, all-destructive cosmic force. 
This may be explained in two ways. First, Rainis considers that the collision, struggle, or 
interaction of opposites is one of the basic principles of drama. Second, early in his dram-
aturgy, Rainis gets interested in the idea of raising the struggle of opposites from the level 
of relations of characters to the cosmic level, thus highlighting one of the most important 
topics in his writing: namely, the eternal movement of spirit within the great harmony of the 
universe. For example, in his undated creative thoughts, Rainis remarks the following:

‘Darkness beats the brilliant sun. But once in space two dark and dead suns will collide 
and fire will break out again, and suddenly a twice larger dazzling new sun will shine. 
It will also be extinguished after eternity, when eternity will be fulfilled. If it is after 
eternity, there is still much time’ (Rainis 1981b: 320).

Perhaps, in the creative thoughts for Īliņš, we see the beginnings of ideas which were not 
only developed within his plays, such as Fire and Night and I Played, I Danced, but also later 
around 1910, when they also appear in Rainis’s poetry.
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Nakts tēmas traktējums kā Raiņa 
radošās laboratorijas piemērs

Zane Šiliņa

Gan Raiņa (Jānis Pliekšāns, 1865–1929) dzejā, gan dramaturģijā īpa-
ši nozīmīgi ir ar rītu, dienu un gaismu saistītie tēli, sevišķi saule, kas 
viņa daiļradē simbolizē dzīvību, brīvību, gara plašumu un reprezentē 
visaugstākos ētiskos ideālus. Lai gan niansēs daudzveidīgs, tomēr 
plašs un savā simboliskajā traktējumā stabils gaismas tēlu izmanto-
jums raksturīgs visai Raiņa daiļradei dažādos tās attīstības posmos. 
Šī raksta mērķis ir  noskaidrot, vai un kādas izmaiņas nakts tēmas 
risinājumā vērojamas Raiņa dramaturģijā, kā arī iezīmēt nakts tēmas 
dinamiku Raiņa radošo ieceru evolūcijā, tādējādi raksturojot Raiņa 
radošo laboratoriju – ieceru dzimšanu, ideju evolūciju, tēmu un 
māksliniecisko tēlu attīstību, pretrunas, ar kurām dzejnieks radošajā 
procesā saskāries, atrisinātos un neatrisinātos mākslinieciskos uzde-
vumus, kā arī radošos impulsus, kas viņu vadījuši sarežģītajā ieceru 
tapšanas gaitā. Rakstā galvenokārt analizētas Raiņa lugu radāmās 
domas, kā arī pabeigtās lugas “Uguns un nakts” (publ. 1905) un 

“Spēlēju, dancoju” (1915), taču kontekstuāli iezīmētas arī būtiskā-
kās nakts tēmas traktējuma tendences Aspazijas (Elza Rozenberga, 
1865–1943) un Johana Volfganga fon Gētes (Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe, 1749–1832) darbos, pievēršot uzmanību arī dažām Raiņa 
veiktā J. V. Gētes traģēdijas “Fausts” atdzejojuma niansēm.

Rakstā secināts, ka, neraugoties uz Raiņa dramaturģijā un daiļradē 
kopumā nozīmīgo tumsas/gaismas un dienas/nakts pretnostatījumu, 
jau Slobodskas (1898–1903) laikā tapušajās lugas “Īliņš” (“Kurbads”) 
radāmajās domās Rainis ieskicējis, kā arī vēlāk lugās “Uguns un nakts” 
un “Spēlēju, dancoju” tālāk attīstījis arī ideju par nakts tēla ambiva-
lenci un ne vienmēr konsekventi pieturējies pie viennozīmīgi negatīva 
nakts kā nekustīgā, visu iznīcinošā kosmiskā spēka traktējuma. Iespē-
jams, tas izskaidrojams divējādi. Pirmkārt, Rainis uzskata, ka pretstatu 
sadursme, cīņa vai mijiedarbe ir viens no drāmas pamatprincipiem. 
Otrkārt, viņu kā dramaturgu visai agri sāk interesēt ideja par pretstatu 
cīņas pacelšanu no lugas varoņu attiecību līmeņa kosmiskā līmenī, lai 
tādējādi izgaismotu vienu no viņa daiļrades svarīgākajām tēmām – gara 
mūžīgo kustību lielajā Visuma harmonijā. 
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