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                                                                                 COLLECTIONS OF PHOTOGRAPHY IN LATVIA
Expierence of the Latvian Museum of Photography
      At first I would like to give a brief historical background of Latvia because it is  necessary for best understanding our museum and archive holdings.

      The history of Latvia is very complicated and such is its material culture.  Historical information about the people living in the present territory of Latvia dates back to the 9 th century B.C. Latvians, with a language related to Sanscrit, are proud of their ethnic heritage, with recorded cultural traditions reaching back several  millenia. Through countless occupations- German, Polish, Swedish and particulary  devastating - Russian, a core of ethnic uniqueness has hardened, survaived and  expressed itself at every possible opportunity. One of these opportunities is  photography.

      Photography more than 165 years works like a  document of itself,  surrounding  world  and like a guard  taking care of  worlds cultural heritage.

      To invistigate the photographic cultural heritage, in 1991 the Latvian Museum of Photography was founded. During more than ten years the Museum has set up a historical exposition reflecting development of photography from 1839  up to 1941 and has arranged exhibitions of contemporary  art, journalism and  amateur  photography. The Museum has started collection creation, cataloguing  and  investigations  in  photography as a part  of  visual culture. This changed the system criteria for evalution and revealed problems never thought of in any of the Latvian  museums. There was not a  single  sample of cataloguing system that could be  used  without corrections and changes.

    Lack of expierence and traditions in archiving photography is one of reasons why Ministry of Culture of Latvia and whole system of museums have not solved the ptoblem of research into the whole field of photography. The museum has only one position of researcher with the task to generalize chronolocal data of the period from 1839 to 1941. And it is a merit of the only researcher that we know this simple information that in Latvia history of photography started on  August 10, 1839,  when  "Rigasche Zeitung", a newspaper  published  in German, informed about the new  invention. Great attention was paid to this fact as the description of the agreement Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre and Nicephore Niepce was also published. It is known that in 1840 an Italian shopkeeper Dominiko de Robiani demonstrated daguerrotypes in his shop in Riga. The shop was located near Mearchants Road, very close to the place where the the Latvian Museum of Photography is situated.  

       Another written data about photography in Latvia go back to 1842  (journal "Das Inland" about Dr. Bodo Grandin's photo atelier ), but the oldest daguerrotyoe  exposed at the Latvian Museum of Photography has retained from the 1850's.  Starting from that  time we can speak about  photographic  collections in Latvia.  

    Different political and economical reasons determine to divide the history of Latvian  photography into 5 periods. Latvian Museum of Photography chose the classification system devided into the above mentioned periods that help to identify  the motifs for creating photography of particular manner. The choice was made after long discussions. At first we studied experience of foreign photographic museums. It was quite different.   
     A number of museums are arrange  according  to the  evolution of photographic technology, others - in  accordance with artistic styles. We kept in mind the fact that we were forming a national collection. That determined the historical devision in context with the political history of Latvia.

      PERIOD 1  (1st half of 19 th century till  90 ties) is represented by daguerro-, ambro- and ferrotypes. They were produced by travelling photographers, majority of  German nationality, of which  some established  permanent studios in Riga. These  images  are excellent accounts and credible source of information about the lifestyle  of the middle - class, as everywhere else in the world. We have not yet summarized  data about all keepings in Latvia, but information about main museums show to us  that Latvian national heritage haven't more than 2 or 3 hundred exhamples of this  kind of photography. Approximetely 20 daguerrotypes, 50 ambrotypes is left in  museums charge. The number of paperbased pictures, of course, is more than some  thousands. The few dagerrotypes form the  first typologically determined collection.

       PERIOD 2 (90 ties of 19th century till the beginning of WW I ) is significant for the fact that several Latvian photographers started their own enterprises. We say that from this time exist "pure" Latvian photography. It is important in context of  our national culture, of national self- confidence. Photographer and teacher Martinsh Buclers is the most significant personality of the time.

  Images of many Latvian photographers announce the participation of photography in the process of awareness and creation national consciousness and cultural identity. We have enough information about significant persons and many thousands of photo items, but for investigation we need unifaied cataloguing system on national level. Collections of well-known photographers are being formed according to the features characteristic to the professional comercial work of the period. It is also  important for cataloguing to describe the images both according to the used  photomaterials and the subject. The design of the reverse side of  images is also interesting  and  worth studying.

       PERIOD 3 (november of 1918 till the beginning of WW II) is significant because it coincides with the existence of the independent Latvian state. Photographers of Latvia's independence period deserve credit for making  the  largest  documentary contribution for the preservation of Latvian culture. The majority of photographs of the period has documental value. Approximately 30 well- known photographers worked in commercial photography and  participated in photo art exhibitions at the same time. At present their images are included in our permanent exposition. The staff of the museum continues to generalize information concerning their activities. The cataloguing system is supplemented by the records (data) of images regarded by photographers as art work. Of course we verifai different information and clear up that the art works really have been exposed. 
   Despite the fact, that the Museum has a very small budget, we have managed to arouse interes in society, and that, in its turn, has helped to discover unknown photographers. One of such wonderfull collection (3086 units, more of them glass plates )  is Karlis Lakshe, an artist and photographer ( 1920 - 1949 ). If you intend to visit the Latvian Museum of Photography you will have a possibility to see the photographs prepared for exposition at Bratislava (Slovakia) festival „Mesiac Fotografie”. 
    A few month ago we obtained a big collection of glass plates from Strenchi, a small place in Latvia. It consists of about  3500 – 4000 items. The authors are four photographers, who had worked in the same studio at different times from 1906 untill 1950. It will take several years for the staff of the museum to prepare the plates as we have no financing for such situations We hope for the support of sponsors.
  Another museums of Latvia also have great number of photodocuments from  this  period which is interesting  by including photography in cataloguing sistem like a one of more credible instrument. 1920 - 1930's was a time of creating modern, before  digital cataloguing systems, unfortunatelly, so different.

       PERIOD  4  (june of 1940 till august 1991) is a time after historical changes  and  Latvia's loss of independence. We used the  term "socialistic photography"  to  describe it, but, of course, this is the journalistic or emotional point of view, that does not influence directly the value of the item in the collection. The period of time until 1990 ties for cataloguing sistems wasn't progressive, but from another hand museums and archives continue traditions of 20 -30's. Museums and  archives of Latvia store negatives and prints that were and still are aranged chronologically and thematically. The Soviet regime introduced several peculiarities in thematic clasification but this did not change the structure of classification. Description of negatives is based on the documented object - often without the  date  and the name of photographer. Storage conditions was not enough satisfactory. This is the problem for photography investigations. We found many interesting pictures but keepers in other museums have not enough information about them. During this period photography started to be used for various needs thus making its existence  more spatial.  Photography in Latvia after WW II can be characterized by different social conditions and seeming paradoxes. Several aesthetic concepts popular in the  world attracted attention in Latvia only after 1960's,  20 - 25 years later. To express the comprehension of their time many photographers chose the language of art -  they used symbols and seemingly casual signs for stressing details.  Description of them has not any cataloguing system. Our expierence has brought forward several new ideas which have not been used in other museums. Certainly, we need more time for checking them. In our opinion, participation of a professional art critic in the process of evaluation of the collection would be very useful. Unfortunately, higer educational institutions in Latvia do no prepare such specialists. Some of art critics write esseys for  magazines basing  themselves on fragmentary expierence. So, the professional level is not satisfactory. Cataloguing system of these collections is not completed. 

    This shortcoming was obvious several years ago when the museum organized the exhibition of Valdis Lazdinsh. He is amateur and his collection is a cronicle of personal visual notes. Original world outlook and ethic principles of a peasant stimulated creation of images that are vivid documentations of the epoch. No one from art criticts or describers of culture events of the Latvia ( including museum specialists) help to us to write competent annotation.  

       PERIOD  5 (after august 1991 till nowadays ) is time when economic concerns have replaced political dangers. Serious new iniciatives are forming very slowly. The  situation in archiving is slightly changing the  last 5 - 6 years. Corrections of dating have been made and the names of photographers have been clarified. The Latvian  Museum of  Photography started its activities defining more exactly the devision into historic periods, focusing on personalities and forming models of classification based on characteristics of photography. In practice historical devision is used making  exhibitions and comments for exposed  items. Regarding classification system of the museum items it is of minor importance. Research work of the museum is focused on a personality -photographer. History of photography is the history of personalities. Classifying museum items priority the theme ( subject type,  item type ) is the prior. We found quite a lot of interesting situations when we had to give  answers to the questions we had made.
  But there are findings whose place in the museum is not easy to define. One of the examples is Latvian Canadian scientist Jekabs Zvilna. He has used photography to record his investigations which focus on structure formation of visual language. A small part of his „ A Doctrine of One” can be seen in the museum. The  museum posseses several images given by his friends and relatives. Unfortunately, we not able to write a competent  annotation neither on his work nor on his investigations.
 We lok for information about storage conditions and try introduce this new regulations in our museum. In Latvia, we did not have a unified cataloguing system or structure for photographic units before.

 Similar to other museums in Latvia we started forming our catalogue on cards with information arranged in a definite  order.

       Primary inventory cards are first to be prepared and used. They are the first  document testifying the presence of the item. File of control prints is the next stage in documenting museum items. It contains more information about the item, including both a photograph and  reproduction. It allows to recognize the item unmistakably.

       File of scientific description contains diverse information characterizing the item.  If it is a photograph it gives also information whether and where it has been  published or exposed.

      File of  personalities is very significant for our museum. In  fact, it is the main as  our research is focused on a  photographer - a  person who creates photographs. It (the file of personalities ) consists of 4  parts  and  gives the  main  information about photographer's activities, education, job, exhibitions, publications.

       Very important, of course, is collections of  well- known photographers and  thematic collections. Biggest of them contain almost 9000 inventoried items. Thematic collections –1500 items. Collection of the Latvian contemporaary art photography ( 1970 -2000 ) – 134 items.  Now the only collection keeper is working on more than 5000 recently obtained items.  Our keeping contain near to 18 000 items. 
       Usage of new technologies proved that photo archiving should be global problem. 1995- 1996 together with the Museum of History of Riga and Navigation  we  started revizing, analyzing the existting systems of catalouing. Since 1998 we have a classifier of photographic units. It is a logical system and a terminology guide for further work creating electronic catalogue. 

       In preliminary stage of file formation the main problem was how to classify photographs regarded as artwork. There exists a number of features that could be used to determine the selection of images for a collection. We rejected the priority of specific information because we understood that we have to keep in maind possibilities of a computer  and necessity of a unified  system. People who will use this file for searching will not have specific knowledge.  Most often they know only one feature that is the closest to the stereotype, for example: landscape, a group of  people.                                                                                                                       

        The classification system of the repository of our profile is based accepting the theme (subject) as the primary, but the material used for carrying the information is the secondary feature. For example: primary feature <city -scape>; secondary  feature < daguerrotype, glass plate >.

         Images created by technigues different from traditional, direct photographing   and printing are arranged in a group of compilations that is supplemented with  descriptions. For example: primary feature <landscape>; secondary feature < photo chemical / mechanic/ digital manipulation>;  third  feature <polymer based  print >.
    Along with this  we started work on a project to introduce digital technology. At present in Latvia we have no institution that could be regarded as a leader in storing and maintaining photgraphic information. There exist 2 types of respositories: state  archives that are supervised by the Generaldirectorat l of Latvia State Archives and  museums supervised by the State Authority of Museums. But this does not refer to  all the museums, for example: acttivities of private museums and those that are managed by local authorities depend on motivation and possibilities that are not  coordinated.

Contacts and cooperattion among specialists of both systems are more personal than  promoted by state strategy for  cultural heritage. Museum of History of Riga and  Navigation start for creating strategy of information system and cooperated with 2 or  3 museums.

       Similar work was done by other museums but they lack coordination. The  present situation indicate that the global network has be taken into consideration but  preserving own independence and peculiarities.

      Among the main holdings are the Museum of History of Riga and Navigation, Latvian History Museum, Latvia State Archive, Latvia Archive of cinema-photo- phono documents – totaly more than 700 000 photo items.
Problem is not only about direct self value negatives or prints. Electronic catalogue will be usefull if it shows information about all items. Scale of problem explane that  10 bigest museums keep  more than 10 millions units,  91 local museum keep 1,7  million units. In this case 18 000 units of Latvian Museum of Photography look like  nothing. 

        Reality is that big and small problems will be organizing like some system, like  simphony. Digital technology take part in role of very qualified conductor which is  learned make any interpretation without any loss.

  28.09. 2004. Riga                        
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 Basic text prepared for Nordic Council of Minister umbrella project "Memory of the  Photograph".
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