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Adele Bea Cipste and Ieva Melgalve 

 

Soviet Latvian women artists in periodicals. Eight ways of forgetting 

 

 

There’s only so far that periodicals can be considered a mirror of the times – 

especially when it is subordinated to government control and censorship – but it can 

indubitably be considered one of the most powerful tools for maintaining and erasing 

collective memory. Considering articles about women artists in Soviet Latvia, they rarely 

directly link the artists’ work with their personal and social identity as women – most likely 

because the Soviet government’s official ideology emphasized freeing the woman from the 

gender differences reigning in the bourgeois society, and, especially, promoted an equal 

participation of both genders in the workforce. Simultaneously, articles about women artists 

both directly and implicitly show that they were perceived and written into history 

differently than male artists, as well as oftentimes erased from the collective historical 

memory. What social, political, and personal factors have made the history of women artists 

become chronicles of forgetting? What ways of forgetting women artists are evident in 

Soviet Latvian periodicals? 

 

1 

 

For instance, B. Baumane’s “Sunday in Piebalga”. We often enjoy visiting exhibitions and 

the salon together, to see what is there. When our brigade looked at this work in the salon, 

we had to wreck our heads for a long time to really understand what the artist has shown 

in her painting. Grim colours. What are these women, advancing as if faceless! Showing a 

faceless person? A soulless one? How to understand this? But is it art if one cannot 

understand it? Who is it meant for? 

E. Siliņa, VEF assembler, Hero of Socialist Labour (1963) 

Considering art in the Soviet Union, it is necessary to keep in mind that not only art 

was ideologized, but also its mentioning, remembering, and forgetting. The aim of art was 

to guide people in a definite direction, which moreover continuously shifted according to 

the Communist party’s direction at any given time. In articles about art, a significant role 

was given not only to the critics but also to the simple folk, the workers who needed to be 

simultaneously educated and listened to. 

The spotlight of art critique was usually reserved for easel painting, which in art 

traditions through different times has been positioned as the highest, most important art type. 
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It was recognized as such also in the Soviet Union, which is why painters working in easel 

painting received the greatest attention and recognition. In independent Latvia, before 

World War II, the field of professional painting was dominated by men which developed 

the perception of easel painting as a “masculine” form of art. Even though in Soviet Latvia 

there were more women painters present both in the State Academy of Art and in the art 

environment altogether, in people’s minds there remained a biased view on painting being 

a “masculine” activity. Therefore, women’s attempts to break into this field were often met 

with resistance which their male colleagues didn’t encounter – even though formally both 

genders had equal professional opportunities to develop their talents. 

 

2 

 

According to the data collected – the largest percentage of girls want to be artists – This 

indubitably is the influence of the old bourgeois education system and schooling. School 

must now direct the interest and thoughts of girls also in other directions. 

M. Duškina (1941) 

The Soviet authorities, alongside their other plans for liberation, upheld the idea of freeing 

women who had been oppressed and suffocated by the bourgeois society. Especially during 

the first decade of Soviet Latvia, in practice it meant determined education and employment 

of women in the so-called “masculine professions” to ensure the recuperation and growth 

of economy after World War II. In pursuing this goal, many artists were employed in artels, 

for example, the Māksla industrial complex of visual and decorative arts, which had its 

productivity evaluated according to the principles of production – by completing and 

exceeding the planned quota as quickly as possible. Articles make it clear that the artels’ 

collectives were mostly comprised of women, the works created by whom were anonymized 

and standardized, and thus weren’t inscribed in people’s memory. 

 

3 

 

The lessons often began with: – Teacher, please hug us! – and the artist first had to lean 

over the gypsum bed, gently caress the flushed cheeks of the child, and only then perspective, 

light, shadow and everything else could follow. 

L. Sakne (1962) 

Another path to development for women artists in Soviet Latvia was becoming 

school teachers, children’s extracurricular activity leaders, painting teachers, like in the 

abovementioned quote about the painter Marta Lielkraste-Leitlande (1911-2003). Following 

her childhood illness, she could use only her left hand for work. Despite this, Lielkraste-

Leitlande had studied at Latvian Academy of Art in the workshop led by the eminent painter 
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Vilhelms Purvītis, but afterwards she worked as a painting teacher all throughout Latvia, 

including at the Bone Tuberculosis Sanatorium in Krimulda. In the quote about Lielkraste-

Leitlande, as well as in numerous other articles about artists working with the younger 

generation, usually the rhetoric of woman’s professional work led by her love for children, 

which is natural and self-evident, dominates. It is interesting to see that this opinion is 

usually not expressed by the artist itself, speaking about her professional choice and creative 

work, but by the author of the article – art critic or interviewer. 

In a situation when many parents were busy at work and many children spent their 

time in boarding schools or at extracurricular activity groups, art teachers were also solving 

social problems related to their students, which often took up all the artist’s life. It was often 

impossible to combine it with their creative work. In cases where an artist combined both 

creative and pedagogical work, only a line “worked as a teacher” appears in her creative 

biography. Even though the success of the pupils is often mentioned together with the name 

of the teacher, it can be observed that, as time passes and the pupils become recognized on 

their own, this kind of gratitude disappears. Accordingly, the names of many women artists 

are scarcely remembered, even if they have left their mark on Latvian art history by spotting 

new talents, guiding and maintaining their skills and offering them support even outside the 

field of art. 

 

4 

 

Caretaking and nurturing as a part of woman’s life mission also showed in the 

dynamics of family life. Let’s look at one of the many examples: ceramist Tatjana Aļejeva 

Kračkova (date of birth unknown) and sculptor Aivars Gulbis (1933), according to the 

evaluation of their teachers, both finished their studies with distinction: 

 

But now, has some break been earned? No, she [ceramic artist Tatjana Aļejeva-Kračkova] 

doesn’t even desire one. She’ll just go to Asari to her three years old daughter who is 

currently being nurtured by people strange to her. And after a few weeks, the little Magone 

will return to kindergarten, but her mommy – to the workshop. 

[..] 

What about rest? [Aivars Gulbis] will visit his parents in Turaida and try out his hand at 

painting. [..] He’ll also enjoy the planned excursion to Czechoslovakia, where he’ll go 

together with his past coursemates, sculptor Imants Murovskis and painter Jāzeps Pīgoznis. 

D. Ērgle (1959) 

Aļejeva-Kračkova’s life is firmly tied to her responsibility for her daughter and 

further plans to fulfil art assignments for the government, in order to receive necessary 

income. Meanwhile, her coursemate is planning a vacation with his parents, new creative 
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developments, and a summer excursion with friends. Even though nominally Soviet women 

were free and emancipated, in practice – on the level of opinions and expectations of society 

– they were expected to work two or even three shifts, first at their workplace, then at home 

as a wife and mother. To become a wife, a mother, a nurturer and homemaker was the 

government’s given duty of each Soviet woman, which meant not only less time for career, 

but also less time for relaxation, less chances to share experiences with colleagues. 

Accordingly, it can be said that each artwork created by a Soviet woman was not created 

due to, but despite the “gender equality” enforced by the ruling power. When the Soviet 

Union’s government started to falter, among the first forms of silent opposition was 

returning the full-time role as a mother and nurturer to the woman, a role which left even 

less time for her work as an artist. 

 

5 

 

The artist shows the sketch of her new work. Wartime girl, how many times has your grace 

and strength given inspiration for an artwork! Leja Novožeņeca continues this theme in her 

own way: a front-line girl in the Great Patriotic War is sitting and thinking about home, 

about the victory that will not come easily, about the peers who are no more. But the moment 

of serious consideration will be disrupted by the battle signal soon… People, guard the 

peace! The girls need not carry guns, but instead should sing happy songs! 

V. Kainaizis (1962) 

The Soviet propaganda showed women as heroic, strong, skilled, knowledgeable: 

features that before the Soviet era had been ascribed to men, but now, according to Soviet 

ideology, were finally available also to women, as opposed to the weak, bourgeoisie-

oppressed woman. Alongside this rhetoric, in practice, a woman still often had the role of 

being the inspiration for an artwork, instead of its creator. For example, in the annual 8 

March contest “Our Artists”, in which the best photographed portrait of a female artist was 

selected, almost always the winners were male. In art exhibition reviews, interviews and 

other materials, the Soviet woman, regardless of the propaganda’s image of a powerful 

working woman, still maintained the features of weak, fragile, shy, humble, airy and childish 

creature in need of protection – one that was common in the preceding bourgeois society – 

while art forms were, as if by invisible hand, divided into “feminine” and “masculine”. For 

example, articles about women artist achievements in sculpture are usually express surprise 

that a woman has dared to try and gain success in the “masculine” sculpture art. 
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This soulful attitude in her portraits, as well as the professional skill, the sculptor has 

learned from her teacher and husband, Teodors Zaļkalns. Her simple, soulful art is like a 

flower that has bloomed in the sun of the grand personality of Teodors Zaļkalns. 

I. Kreituse (1961) 

Often couples formed by artists who worked together, for example, Teodors 

Zaļkalns and Marija Zaļkalne, a talented sculptor whose most prominent works are “T. 

Zaļkalns’ bust” and “The Portrait of Little Urzula”. In articles, a married artists’ couple is 

almost always characterized as a tandem in which the man has the main role as the teacher, 

the educator, while the woman would be the humble student that grows in the sun (or the 

shadow) of the husband. In publications, it is often evident that at first the husband speaks 

with the interviewer, and only after a while the shy woman artist joins (advisably, with 

snacks and tea), she quickly and humbly introduces her artwork, receives her husband’s 

praise and invites the interviewer to the strawberry bed to help themselves, while the 

interview ends with an overview of husband’s achievements. It could not be said that this 

narrative always reflects the actual hierarchy of the family – quite possibly, this is just the 

accepted way of writing about an artist couple. However, when thinking in this way about 

two artists, the woman, even if she was previously not in her husband’s shadow, gradually 

and subtly enters it, until we don’t even know her name and don’t suspect her existence.  

 

7 

 

Quiet and shy, kind and helpful, she has managed to conquer the trust of her little models. 

The boys and girls in her sculptures are so occupied with their thoughts, so immersed in 

exciting activities that they seem not to notice the artist’s presence. It feels like she has 

advanced them as quietly as she could and stayed to observe their games or activities. 

I. Kreituse (1961) 

Even though both genders turned to the painting of landscapes, portraits and still 

lives, there was one theme most often treated by women artists – the world of children and 

family. It is difficult to say what exactly has created this trend, but, most likely, it was 

encouraged by the traditional perceptions on what genres and themes are acceptable for 

women, by the opportunities granted by their social roles and surrounding environment, 

combined with a chance to avoid ideology-laden works through tending to less politicized 

themes. Even the women artists who did do ideological work – for example, the 

aforementioned Aleksandra Briede – simultaneously often worked on portraying children 

and women. Many works which were valued and cherished during the Soviet times because 

of their avoidance of ideology and attentiveness to the private, everyday life, did not receive 

attention in the leading art criticism due to their apolitical content, and disappeared from the 

memory when art history was written. “The women’s topics” were marginalized due to their 

content within the context of the dominant ideology, not due to their lack of artistic value. 
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New forms of decorative vases, artfully created glass plates, and other decorative dishes 

were created. The new artist had to do considerable and serious work. She had to ensure 

that the glass products manufactured in the factory would receive a modern look, would fit 

the demands of modern architecture and aesthetics. In the lookout for this, Ilga was helped 

by life itself, being always rich in colours and lines. Each walk in the city, each new house, 

shop window, even a new clothing faction invoked creative fantasy. 

G. Mordels, J. Blaumanis (1964) 

In the 1960s, the Soviet Union and the capitalist West started their competition in 

product design, which gave increasingly more importance to women who were artists of 

manufactured goods (in modern language, they would be called designers). Even before, 

women had found themselves in the fields of ceramic art and textile production, since these 

professions overlapped with the traditional women’s role in the society, at the same time 

lacking a recognition of the author’s name, which would be the male prerogative. During 

the rise of production design, in many fields women artists dominated, and where seen also 

in the design of very “masculine” products (for example, vehicles). Additionally, women 

had an influential role in designing the interiors of factories, diners and other communal 

spaces. All these fields offered opportunities to avoid working in accordance with ideology 

– as it was demanded in painting – but alongside it, creating stylized or abstract forms and 

even being inspired from Western examples. For a long time, women artists had more 

opportunities for free artistic expression, compared to men, and it was women – fabric and 

fashion designers – who had the chance to shape the society’s taste and style not only in 

their workplace but also through giving advice and interviews in press. For this greater 

freedom and importance, they later paid with having their names forgotten: we remember 

the most important painters from the Soviet times, even if they paid their dues to the 

ideology, but the most important production designers are known only by few. 

 

The ways in which something remains in the memory of the society are easy to 

name: usually, along with remembering, we also recall why we remember. The reasons for 

forgetting are themselves subject to forgetting and invisibility. It would be important not 

only to remember their names but also to recall that there were more of them than we can 

recover from the archives, and to memorize their presence in the overall development of art 

in Latvia. 

 

 

 


