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SYMBIOSIS OF MODERNISATION AND NATIONAL IDENTITY
IN THE LEGACY OF THE “BALTARS” (BALTIC ART) PORCELAIN
PAINTING WORKSHOP, 1924-1930

Summary. This article is dedicated to the “Baltars” collective porcelain painting workshop (1924-1930), founded
in Riga, Latvia by three modernist artists: painters Romans Suta (1896-1944) and Aleksandra Belcova (1892-
1981) and graphic artist Sigismunds Vidbergs (1890-1970).The “Baltars” phenomenon is significant because of
the innovations that the artists brought to the landscape of Latvian porcelain manufacturing and its exhibition
activities in the 1920s and the early 1930s, both local and in the Baltic Sea region—Lithuania, Estonia, and Sweden.
The article investigates “Baltars” foundation and closure, artistic activities of the company, its attempts to enter
the international art and trade scene, and its accomplishments. Special attention is paid to the amalgamation of
modernisation, nationalism, and state-building manifested in their paintings on porcelain. Due to the present
growing interest in porcelain art in Latvia, triggered by numerous exhibitions and publications, discourse on the
“Baltars” phenomenon has become topical.

Keywords: “Baltars” workshop, Riga, porcelain painting, revolutionary propaganda porcelain, national identity,
international exhibitions.

Art is a nation’s most precious heritage. For it is in our works of art that we reveal to ourselves and to others the

inner version which guides us as a nation. And where there is no vision, the people perish.

Every artist, in a general sense, is a cosmopolitan,
and it has always been a challenging and breath-
taking experience to glance over “the fence” to
see what their fellows in the professional field in
the neighbourhood or even distant countries are
doing. However, there are crucial times in history
when assertion of self-identity and identity of the
nation plays a key role and finds explicit reflection
in art. Sometimes, as is the case with the “Baltars”
porcelain-painting workshop, it evolves into a pecu-
liar symbiosis of the modernist style and nationalist
content. In the mid-to-late 1920s, it was a general
tendency for nationalist interpretations to live in
symbiosis with the modernist trends of Cubism and
Art Deco, although in each country the exact mani-
festation differs. This includes selection of themes,
proportions, rhythm, colour schemes, and applica-

tion of geometric ornaments.

President of the United States Lyndon B. Johnson !

What does the name of the “Baltars” porcelain-paint-
ing workshop mean to a non-Latvian reader? It is
highly probable that the majority have never heard
it before, although it is essential in the history of Lat-
vian art. Today, the outstanding artistic legacy of the
company is on the State Cultural Heritage list as one
of the nations unique and irreplaceable treasures.
The “Baltars” phenomenon is significant because of
the innovations that the artists brought to the land-
scape of Latvian porcelain manufacturing and its
exhibition activities in the 1920s and the 1930s, both
local and in the Baltic Sea region—Lithuania, Esto-
nia, and Sweden. The exhibitions were held in more
geographically distant countries, too. The logo of the
company is used in three colours: it is a black, red,
or green triangle with the word BALTARS (from the
Latin Ars Baltica: Baltic Art) and the artist’s signature.
Three Latvian artists—Romans Suta (1896-1944),
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Aleksandra Belcova (1892-1981), and Sigismunds
Vidbergs (1890-1970)—took up the challenge to
promote modern porcelain production, step over
local art borders, and encompass Lithuania and Esto-
nia in their creative endeavours. The graphic design
of the logo most probably means three artists and

three independent Baltic countries (Fig. 1-2).

Despite the enormous popularity that “Baltars”
enjoys today and a number of art historians who have
analysed its activities over time, numerous questions
regarding the foundation and closure of the work-
shop, exhibitions, and many other related issues have
not been discussed in depth, so it is essential to revise

this information and add new facts to it.2

Unfortunately, within the allotted limits of this arti-
cle, it is impossible to illustrate all the many-sided
aspects of the “Baltars” phenomenon. Therefore,
the article discusses the basic issues. First, it aims to
show that stereotypical viewpoints on some issues

regarding the company, which have dominated

Fig. 2. “Baltars” logo

literature for years, and legends about it that have
originated in the course of time must be discussed
and revised. Second, another question of inter-
est is the specific amalgamation of modernisa-
tion, nationalism, and state-building manifested
through the paintings on “Baltars” porcelain ware.
In fact, the thematic range of their paintings is much
broader, including the artists’ impressions gathered
in Italy, France, and Spain, and the exotic motives of

the Philippines, Africa, the far North, etc.

Fig. 1. Riga Artists Group. 1923. First row, second from the left: Aleksandra

Belcova, third from the left: Sigismunds Vidbergs. Second row, third from the left:

Romans Suta



In 1923, Latvia celebrated the fifth anniversary of
independence. After years of suffering and devasta-
tion caused by the First World War, refugees were
gradually returning to their homeland. In 1918,
young avant-garde artist Romans Suta, after graduat-
ing from the Penza Art School in Russia, returned to
Latvia. In 1919, by his invitation, Aleksandra Belcova,
his school-time girlfriend who was highly artistic-
minded and no less creative, moved to Riga, too.
Sigismunds Vidbergs, graduate of the Baron Stieglitz
Central School of Technical Design in St. Petersburg
who had specialised in glass art and at the time was
already a well-known graphic artist in Petrograd,
returned to Riga in 1921. They were all young and
strived not only to show their creative and artistic
capacities but also to radically change the then stag-
nating academic situation in the tranquil Latvian art
scene. Alongside with the foundation of the inde-
pendent state and the end of the subsequent War
of Independence, new opportunities emerged. The
young artists based their creative work on maximal-
ist attitudes characteristic of youth, their desire for
experimentation, and talent. They saw a possibility
to implement various artistic avant-garde ideas and
unlimited expressions of free art that prevailed at
exhibitions in Russia as well as in European art cen-
tres, especially Paris. Futurism, Cubism, Constructiv-
ism, Suprematism—all these various styles and direc-
tions as well as remarkable cultural personalities were
the source of inspiration and a reference point for the

creative work of the three Latvian artists.

Despite the damages of the war, the people’s desire to
work for their own well-being was growing. Politi-
cally, Latvia was involved in the League of Nations,
where diplomats were discussing topical questions,
such as inter-state conventions and possible strength-
ening of the unity of the Baltic States. In the Saeima
(the parliament of Latvia), party factions were look-
ing for solutions to the problems of the state, but
at the same time, they kept on fighting each other.
Particularly strong and angry, holding one third of
the seats, was the Social Democratic Workers’ Party,
favoured by the members of the Riga Artists’ Group,
including Suta, Belcova, and Vidbergs.

Economic life, judging by publications in the

press, was becoming more active. Newspaper and

magazine pages were full of flashy advertisements
of goods, household services, and entertainment.
The Solomon Circus promised grand shows, thea-
tres—stage performances, and cinemas, including
the newly opened “Splendid Palace”—the trendiest
and the most stylish new building in Riga or, as the
weekly called it, “a recess for relaxation and cosi-
ness’—promoted foreign films. Cafes, restaurants,
and Riga’s most elegant dance hall “Trokadero” on
Brivibas Street invited visitors to lavishly spend their
money and enjoy life.> Publishing has also become
lively: there were plenty of books, some artist mono-
graphs, and newspapers and magazines of various
profiles. Contacts for potential international exhibi-
tions of Latvian industrial and artistic products were
multiplying. Eduards Birins, Consul General of the
Republic of Latvia to the United Kingdom, visited
the Grand Exhibition of the British Empire, and it
was discussed by the Latvian press.* Latvia displayed
its products in a stand in the international co-oper-
ation exhibition in Ghent.> While abroad, Latvians
had much to see, think about, learn, absorb, and try
to make the best of it all.

The true situation in applied art becomes clear if
we read the press articles about the organisation
and results of the Latvian General Applied Art
Exhibition (1924), organised by ethnographer
and publicist Eduards Paegle. Art historian Janis
Silins criticised the general negative tendency that
prevailed among the exhibition participants: they
considered that their copies of ethnographic arte-
facts had to be considered as novel decorative art
objects and, to his mind, did not contribute to the
development of art. In his view, “although, in the
European context, Latvia could boast of its fine
art, in industrial and applied art we have not done
enough to disseminate the knowledge about our
culture abroad, although many possibilities exist
in this respect. At present, this issue has become
extremely topical as we are on the eve of the 1925
World Applied Art Exhibition in Paris. We have to
do everything to ensure that our best artists and
industry, albeit on a small scale but in a respectable

manner, can represent Latvia.”®

Romans Suta ardently participated in the discus-

sions about the perspectives and future direction
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of Latvian applied art. He was never diplomatic, on
the contrary, always took the position of a confident
champion, throwing categorical and ruthless judg-
ments at his opponents. In his article, Suta ironically
admits: “At present, we live in the time of nationalist
hypertrophy. What else could be national? Alcohol,
clothes’ irons, soaps, piglets. [...] As we have had no
tradition or basic principle in any plastic arts before,
and we still have none, we are returning to pre-

ancestor ornaments.”’

He ironically refers to the obsessive application of
Latvian ornaments as a national “culture of mittens”
that is supported by its “jolly troubadours who keep
ticking checkboxes”. According to Suta, the General
Exhibition resembles a flea market. He comments:
“It is a bad idea to travel to Paris in 1925 and bring
this weak surrogate of applied art with us. All the
more so since the rules of the exhibition exclude

compilations of already existing motifs.”®

Applied art, including ceramics, required urgent
improvements. In pottery, vases, pots, and plates
designed by artists Ansis Cirulis and Péteris
Steinbergs were popular and sold well. However, as
Radolfs Pelse, an experienced ceramicist and pro-
fessor, stated, nobody had seriously studied ceramic
materials and technology, and the articles made
by the artists were quite incomplete. They were
deformed, water-permeable; their colours smudged,
glazes cracked.® Technology had to be improved.
Pele assumed the leadership, and already in 1923,
under the aegis of the Art Academy of Latvia, a
laboratory for research of ceramic materials and
technologies opened its doors. In 1924, it became
a ceramics workshop and accepted its first students,
although results of their creative efforts were visible
only in subsequent years and required much experi-

mentation and hard work.

In the 1920s, the two major Riga porcelain factories,
owned by Kuznetsov and Jessen—entrepreneurs of
Russian and German origin, respectively—resumed
their work with new vigour. Yet there were many
questions about the output of these factories. They
used pre-war models and patterns of Russian and
Western European porcelain ware and sold almost

all their produce abroad. Pel$e comments:

It is impossible to assert that the Kuznetsov
crockery factory is a Latvian enterprise, be-
cause its faience and porcelain are nothing
more than Russian-style market products.
Despite the solid support that he has received
from the Latvian government for the renova-
tion of his factory, Kuznetsov still adheres to
the old traditions and diligently guards [his
factory production] against Latvian impact,
and he keeps explaining that Latvia is still a
very young country and it is too early to think
of its peculiar national colouring. Following
this philosophy, Kuznetsov, as the only king
of earthenware and porcelain in Latvia—ta-
king into account that there is no competi-
tion for him in Latvia, Estonia, and Lithua-
nia—exports his crockery even to America,
establishes high prices on his own whim and
we, may we like it or not, have to pay, because
we find no other alternatives. Apart from this,
Kuznetsov carefully protects secrets of ma-
nufacturing and nobody from the outside is
allowed into the factory, although he receives

state benefits.!°

The described situation demonstrates the fact that,
in the 1920s, Latvia could be proud neither of the
technological quality of its ceramics nor of rep-
resentational industrial porcelain products of the

national style.

In October 1922, Suta travelled to Berlin to visit
the Van Diemen Gallery. It held the ambitious
First Russian Art Exhibition (Erste Russische Kun-
stausstellung). It was the first significant represen-
tation of Soviet art and ideological stance abroad.
For the Soviet state, it was one of the opportunities
to win worldwide recognition in art, which was
extremely important to it in the political sense.
Germany, on the other hand, saw it as a possible
solution to ending the country’s isolation caused
by the war. One of the aims of the exhibition was
charity: the money from the sale of artworks was
donated to the famine-stricken population of the
Volga region. The exposition covered the period
from 1905 and included artworks by Russian artists
living in the USSR and by those who had already



emigrated as well as students of the Moscow Higher
Artistic Workshop (VHUTEMAS). One hundred
and eighty outstanding artists (Alexandre Benois,
Wassily Kandinsky, Kazimir Malevich, Ivan Puni,
Vladimir Tatlin, Nathan Altman, Nadezhda Udalts-
ova, Naum Gabo, Gustav Klutsis, Aleksandr Drevin,
etc.) exhibited 594 works of art: paintings, graphic
pieces, posters, scenography, and sculptures. Apart
from this, the exhibition included a vast display of
Soviet Russian revolutionary propaganda porcelain
created by the artists of the VHUTEMAS workshop
and the State Porcelain Factory."! Judging from the
catalogue, one hundred and three items—bowls,
plates, sugar basins, caskets, figurines, and porcelain
toys—were on the show. By that time, these items
had already turned into desirable Soviet export
products and attracted much-needed foreign cur-
rency to Russia. The general impact of the exhibi-
tion and especially the colourful display of painted
porcelain ware accumulated and charged up Suta’s
powerful creative impulses, leading him to contem-
plate about the ways he could synthesise nationalist
content with modern stylistics. Vidbergs, in turn,
was an acquaintance of Sergey Chekhonin, who was
art director at the former Imperial Porcelain Factory
in Petrograd. Russian agitation porcelain, its stylis-
tics, technology of production, and artists were all
known to Vidbergs. Belcova was in a similar situa-
tion. While living in Petrograd, she had studied in
Nathan Altman’s private studio, whose attempts to
paint on porcelain were generally known. Moreover,
agitation porcelain was constantly on display in the

Kornilov’s shop window on Nevsky Prospect.

To the young modernists Suta, Be]cova, and Vid-
bergs, the sad state of Latvian ceramic art and
porcelain industry was clear. At the time, for two
painters and a graphic artist to start a collective
ceramic workshop was considered a radical ini-
tiative. The field was technically demanding and
unfamiliar to them. It was an avant-garde idea to
create novel, contemporary forms of ceramic arti-
cles and resign from the simple, overused com-
monplace ethnographic decoration style, which
was, in fact, a mere mechanical copying of orna-
ments. They wanted to raise public awareness and

educate its taste by incorporating new ideas from

European modernist paintings and decorative art

into the Latvian art scene.

The second precondition for the foundation of “Bal-
tars” was the approaching 1925 Paris International
Exhibition of Decorative and Industrial Arts (Expo-
sition internationale des Arts décoratifs et industriels
modernes). The Latvian press kept on busily adver-
tising the upcoming exhibition, and several minis-
tries started to draft documents for the occasion.
The artists saw an opportunity to receive financial
support from the government and show their art-
works internationally. The exhibition served as a
catalyst that encouraged them to take up the craft of
painting on porcelain ware—at the time atypical of
Latvian art. They had experience from international
exhibitions and were acquainted with the ceramic
trends of the time. Another, no less important
practical reason to start a ceramics workshop was
of financial nature: they could sell porcelain ware

easier than canvases and graphic art pieces.

After the First World War, territorial and political
changes happened all across Europe. The victory in
the War of Independence (1918-1919) made it pos-
sible to proclaim independence of the Republic of
Latvia. The urgent task of the new state was to make
its existence known on the world art scene. Moreo-
ver, Latvia received an official invitation to partici-
pate in the 1925 Paris International Exhibition of
Decorative and Industrial Arts. The 1925 Paris exhi-
bition was the first international show held after the
First World War. One of its tasks was to acquaint
the “old Europe” with its new neighbours, the new
national states. From the Baltic States, only Latvia,
after long discussions on all political and organi-
sational levels and a delay in time, finally decided
to participate in the show. However, Latvia was not
the only newly founded state to take part. Out of
its closest neighbours, Soviet Russia and Poland (at
that time Latvia had a land border with it) also took
part. Participation in the Paris exhibition was sup-
posed to show Latvian cultural identity and accen-
tuate its difference from “others”—both the coun-
tries that Latvia was previously territorially and
politically included in and the new neighbours. It
was seen as propaganda work to promote the coun-

try. At the time, such terminology was self-evident
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(nowadays, it brings up some negative connotations
of the Soviet regime). Commissioner of the Polish
pavilion Jerzy Warchatovski described the general
situation: “Our responsibility after the restoration
of independence was enormous. The question was:
to be or not to be, to influence the world’s artistic
industrial movement with our immanent special
power and national peculiarity or to disappear in

the sea of futile efforts”!?

The initial idea of the three artists was to produce
ceramic ware. Most probably in the first half of 1924,
the first firing kiln was built and the artists started
their experimentations with earthenware crockery.
Unfortunately, they were unsuccessful. Due to a
mistake in kiln construction, its first output of mod-
ern items made in a constructive style perished, and
the house almost caught fire.!® The artists decided to
start anew and make the process much easier. They
decided to decorate ready-made porcelain ware that
they bought in Riga and porcelain enterprises in

Czechoslovakia and Germany.

There were also practical and technological reasons
to use porcelain. Making and firing earthenware
crockery was much more labour-consuming and
expensive and had a higher dropout rate than fir-
ing finished decorated porcelain ware. Clay articles
must undergo firing at 1,200 degrees Celsius, but
for porcelain, 800-850 degrees are enough. Of the
three artists, it turned out that only Vidbergs, who
had studied glass working, was more or less expe-
rienced in applied art, so he could feel more confi-
dent than others. To reach the highest possible qual-
ity of porcelain painting, the artists invited Dmitry
Abrosimov to join the group. Previously he had
worked as a porcelain decorator at several porcelain
enterprises, including the Dulev and Riga factories
owned by the Kuznetsov family. He was one of the
best technology specialists as he had also mastered
his experience at the Imperial Porcelain Manufac-
tory in St. Petersburg. The first press publication
that provides some information on “Baltars” activi-
ties asserts that, already by the end of 1924, Suta
and Belcova had started painting on porcelain. On
November 16, the Riga Artists’ Group and the Polish
Artists Association “Blok” opened their joint exhibi-

tion at the Riga City Museum, which was comprised

of fourteen porcelain plates and cups decorated by
Suta and Be]cova.!* Consequently, this date can be

confirmed as the premiere of “Baltars”

Unfortunately, the official date of “Baltars” birthday
remains unclear. Back in 1972, an article published
in Zinatnu Akademijas Vestis indicated that the date
of the company’s foundation is February 1, 1925,
when Vidbergs registered the company.”” Unfortu-
nately, there is a mistake, as the indicated document
in the State Historical Archive of Latvia holds infor-
mation about employee medical insurance in a join-
ery company.'é Neither an official publication about
the registration of “Baltars” by any of the responsi-
ble state organisations nor an announcement of the
foundation of the company in the state-issued news-

paper Valdibas Véstnesis have been found.

The porcelain ware painting workshop was opened
at 23 Lac¢plésa Street in Riga. The artists managed
to find a sponsor for their workshop. It was Austra
Ozolina-Krauze, a wealthy entrepreneur, publicist,
and, as we know today, double spy working for both
Germany and Soviet Russia.'” Today it is impossible
to tell the exact time when Ozolina-Krauze became
involved in the activities of the “Baltars” workshop.
There are no facts about her financial contribution,
but it is definite that she allotted the basement of her
house at 23 La¢plésa Street for the workshop.'8

Researchers generally hold to the view that Suta’s
talent of persuasiveness was responsible for most
of the fundraising, but the reality might have been
quite different. It seems that at the beginning and the
end of the workshop’s existence, the role of Belcova
was more important than considered. Private letters
show that there was a close friendly bond between
Belcova and Ozolina-Krauze. Be]cova definitely was
her authorised person. Many sources prove close

financial and business cooperation between them.?

To make the work more efficient, the company art-
ists—Suta, Belcova, Vidbergs, and the specialist in
porcelain technology Abrosimov with his family—

moved into the same house.

Besides oil painting, graphic art, organisation of
exhibitions, illustration of books, periodicals, and
magazines, and other creative activities, the artists

also prepared watercolour sketches for porcelain



ware decoration. Abrosimov transferred these
designs to the plates. He also took care of the
temperature during firing and checked if colours
matched the initial design. Suta and Belcova worked
out the small details on their own. They preferred
overglaze painting to underglaze. The underglaze
technique was deviant in colour transitions and not
suitable for the artists’ intentions as it was unable
to provide the richness and saturation of colour
that are necessary to create an attractive decorative,
constructive, or realistic drawing. Vidbergs used his
own graphic illustrations as basic material and drew

his ink compositions directly on porcelain.

Their specific artistic style originated from various
sources. On the one hand, there were impressions
of modernist paintings seen in Russia during their
refuge, when, as art students, they had visited many
museums and exhibitions of classical and modern

art. On the other hand, there were their trips to

Germany and France and their contacts with out-

standing Italian, German, and French artists.

In the 1925 Paris exhibition, alongside works of Lat-
vian artisanship, “Baltars” had its own stand on the
second floor of the Grand Palais. Despite the small
number of exhibits (about thirty-four) and the very
disadvantageous space allotted for the display, their
painted porcelain ware attracted the attention of
professionals of the field. The modern, artistically
painted crockery of “Baltars” won public and expert
acclaim and resulted in gold and bronze medals
awarded to the artists and the company (Fig. 3-4).
The voluminous illustrated catalogue of the exhibi-
tion holds an image of “Baltars” artworks next to
those of Soviet Russian agitprop porcelain.® It is
likely that the images for the catalogue were selected
by the jury or its authorised representatives. The
original photo shows painted porcelain ware by

Vidbergs, who won a gold medal (except for the
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Fig. 3. Plan of the Grand Palais during the Paris International Decorative and Industrial Arts Exhibition. 1925
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Sabiedribas «Baltarss» trauki. Nosiititi uz lietiSk@s makslas izstadi Parizg.

Foto Ricksts, Riga.

Fig. 4. “Baltars” crockery, sent to the Paris International Decorative and Industrial Arts Exhibition, 1925. Photography by

Janis Rieksts. From: Nedeéla, No. 14/15, 1925

plate in the centre of the first row that was created by

Erasts Sveics, who worked at “Baltars” episodically).

How did national identity get along with modernisa-
tion in the “Baltars” artists’ paintings on porcelain?
It is possible to characterise this briefly through the

following examples from the legacies of each artist.

Suta’s designs show his fantasy and imagination.
Thematically they are similar to his oil and graphic
artworks. He tells stories of rural and urban life, ren-
ders historical events, and sometimes, inspired by
French artists, creates abstract geometric composi-

tions in the Cubist style.

His compositions on porcelain ware, both realistic
or stylised, feature elements from farm life and show
the spirit of the people. In fact, the life cycle consists
of the three most important events associated with
ritual activities—the birth, the wedding, and the
funeral, out of which the most important for Suta
was the wedding, as it denotes an individual’s happy
transition from one status to another.?! Ancient
Latvian weddings were full of songs, dancing, and
games and were closely linked to the old folk beliefs
and nature. Suta’s designs have a common storyline,
successively showing the events of becoming a
new family: Milestiba (Love), 1927, Saderinasanas
(Engagement), 1927, Precinieki (Giving Away the
Bride), 1928, Kazas (The Wedding) 1924-1928, and
Paris (The Couple), 1925-1928.

Regarding construction, designs of wedding and
engagement celebrations resemble epic folk style
theatrical performances. For example, the plate

Kazas (The Wedding) (Fig. 5) is particularly ambi-
tious in its size and composition. The action takes
place in a unified space, encompassing also the out-
side world that enters through the open door. The
window looks out to the town, and the spire of the
church tower reminds the onlooker about sacred
ceremonial rituals. In fact, these elements are char-
acteristic of almost all Suta’s Kazas (The Wedding)
plates. It seems like the whole world is participating
in the wedding. He arranges the space of the room
on several levels. The composition is lively; the
improvised festive gate made for the newlyweds, the
rhythmically arranged groups of guests, the lines of
women ceremoniously bringing the festive meal—
every detail works to create an overall impression

of excitement and dynamism. The column in a

Fig. 5. Romans Suta. Kazas (Wedding). Plate. 1928.
Faience, overglaze painting, gilding, @ 50, Museum of
Decorative Arts and Design collection, DLM/K-1923.
Photography by Ritvars Skuja



pseudo-national style, decorated with sculptured
horse heads and stylised roosters, divides the room
almost in half. It has two diagonal lines attached to
it, forming a balcony. On the first floor, we see long-
lined tables and groups of celebrating people in
folk dresses, and higher, already on the next level—
orchestra musicians. Besides the national decorative
elements in the centre—the stylised roosters and
the horses—there is a romantic token of love in the
form of two doves and a ring, an ancient symbol of
peace and love, used in Christianity and especially
popular at the beginning of the 20th century. Suta’s
numerous Kdazas (The Wedding) plate compositions
vary; now and then the artist inserts new details,
yet some others he deletes. It is reminiscent of the
kids’ game of spotting the difference. Yet dancers,
an orchestra, feasting guests, and tables laden with
food and drink are always integral to Sutas folk
storyline. These paintings have a peculiar, national
style and flavour, immanent only to Suta’s imagina-
tion. However, the figure stylisation and the rhyth-

mic setting come from Cubism.

Suta could have decorated some of the articles, such
as the plate Saderinasanas (Engagement), 1927, for
the upcoming 1928 exhibition in Tallinn (Fig. 6).
Suta’s childhood town of Valka shares a border
with Valga in Estonia. As a child, he may have stud-

ied Estonian folk costumes, and that may be why

Fig. 6. Romans Suta. SaderindSanas (Engagement). Plate.
1927. Porcelain, overglaze painting, gilding, @ 25, Peteris
Aven's collection. Photography by Ritvars Skuja

women in his works wear folk headdresses that

bring to mind the high crowns of Southern Estonia.

His folk festivity paintings—scenes from country
fairs and open-air dances—are full of vigour and
comical mischief. The merry crowd of dancers and
celebrating characters, thoroughly worked out in
detail, helps us feel the taste of life and appreciate
Suta’s artistic ingenuity and humour. Janis Silins
draws references, in this respect, to paintings of
Pieter Bruegel the Elder (Fig. 7).

Another plate, Deja (The Dance), 1927, is reminis-
cent of a piece of graphic art painted on porcelain.
It is fundamentally different from the above-men-
tioned plates by the structure of its composition and
the application of rotation, stylisation, and orna-
mentation. For this plate, the artist invented his own
border ornament designs, which do not repeat the

traditional Latvian ethnographic patterns (Fig. 8).

Suta was always on a quest for new impressions
and adventures that he would later transform into
creative porcelain designs. Suta’s passion for the
heroic romanticism of the Latvian past is evident
in his painting Kurzeme (Courland), 1927. Apply-
ing stylisation typical of Cubist paintings, the art-
ist tells us a 17th-century story of the Duchy of
Courland and Jacob Kettler, who conquered the
colonies of Tobago and Gambia. Suta’s own experi-

ence as a soldier during the War of Independence

Fig. 7. Romans Suta. Zalu vakars (Eve of the Midsummer
Night Festivities). Plate. 1927. Faience, overglaze painting,
gilding, @ 44.3, Museum of Decorative Arts and Design
collection, DLM/K-244. Photography by Ritvars Skuja
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Fig. 8. Romans Suta. Deja (The Dance). Plate. 1927. Porcelain, overglaze painting, gilding, @ 24.7, Museum of Decorative
Arts and Design collection, DLM/K-239. Photography by Ritvars Skuja

finds expression in paintings Div dujinas (Two
Doves), 1926, Bermontiade (The Bermondt Affair),
1928 (Fig. 9), and Latviesu strélnieki (The Latvian
Riflemen), 1924-1928, and some designs dedicated
to this theme. Most probably, they have not survived
to this day, and one can only know about them from
images published in newspapers and magazines of
the past. Most of these paintings are Cubist.

His wife Aleksandra Be]cova, Russian by origin, also
dedicated her porcelain designs to celebrate Latvian
national identity; for example, she made the plate

Drziedatajas (Singers), 1925 (Fig. 10), and painted

brooches for the Sixth General Latvian Song Festi-
val of 1926. The topics of her paintings also include
festive Russian and Belarusian folk weddings that
demonstrate thematic and compositional closeness

to the Soviet Russian agitation porcelain ware.

Contrary to Suta, who loved countryside, Vid-
bergs was an urbanist. The War of Independence
and state-building was the subject of his graphic
artworks. Likewise, these themes were continued
in his porcelain painting designs, although his art

is usually associated with the elegant androgynous

Fig. 9. Romans Suta. Bermontiade (The Bermondt
Affair). Plate. 1928. Porcelain, overglaze painting, gilding,
@ 40.5, Museum of Romans Suta and Aleksandra Becova
collection, SB/S-141. Photography by Martins Lablaiks

Fig. 10. Aleksandra Belcova. Dziedatdjas (Singers). Plate.
1925. Porcelain, overglaze painting, gilding, @ 35, Museum
of Decorative Arts and Design collection. DLM/K-133.
Photography by Ritvars Skuja



women in Art Deco surroundings that appear in his

illustrations of books, magazines, and newspapers.

The field of porcelain painting was more familiar to
him than to Suta and Belcova, as he found glass and
porcelain properties quite similar and painted on
porcelain with no hesitation. Vidbergs used the sur-
face of porcelain as a white sheet of paper. His hand
was masterfully trained and flawless in graphic art,
both sketching and drawing. Sometimes his porce-
lain designs in pen and ink caused surprise and con-
fusion. Artist and art critic Uga Skulme admitted:
“Lovely is the porcelain painted by Vidbergs, [but]
it is a kind of curiosity as the field of ceramics opens
more possibilities for paint and brushwork than for
pen and ink”? Zigurds Konstants, an art historian,
had an opposite opinion: “In comparison to the
other artists of ‘Baltars, he [Vidbergs] understood

the essence of porcelain more intuitively*

It is generally assumed that two artists—Aubrey
Beardsley (1872-1898) and Sergey Chekhonin
(1878-1936)—influenced Vidbergs art signifi-
cantly, especially his early oeuvre.”> He had met

Chekhonin in person and this relationship had a

stimulating effect.?® It is possible to draw paral-
lels between them. Chekhonin and Vidbergs were
graphic artists who eventually turned to porcelain
painting and were discussing socio-political issues
in their artworks. It seems that the paths of both
outstanding artists in their quest for creative devel-
opment ran parallel and without directly affecting

each other.?”

Vidbergs’ porcelain paintings are comparable to
those of Chekhonin and are respected in the world
art scene. The illustrated catalogue of the 1925 Paris
International Exhibition of Decorative and Indus-
trial Arts comprises images of the Russian State
Porcelain factory products, including Chekhonin’s
works (awarded a gold medal). Some pages later,
we find images of porcelain painted by Vidbergs
(Fig. 11).% Tt seems that the attitude of the cata-
logue compilers was very reserved and they were
reluctant to choose works of foreign artists. Apart
from Latvia and Soviet Russia, the catalogue shows
porcelain ware images only from eight other coun-
tries. The fact that a picture of Vidbergs™ porcelain

articles (awarded a gold medal) was included in

Fig. 11. Sigismunds Vidbergs’ plates, exhibited at the 1925 Paris International Decorative and Industrial Arts Exhibition.
From the catalogue
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the catalogue is an acknowledgement of his talent.
Unfortunately, the number of “Baltars” porcelain
items painted by Vidbergs and preserved to this
day is small, compared to what is seen in historical
material from the 1925 Paris Exhibition display and
Latvian periodicals of the time—there were plates,

services, cups, saucers, powder boxes.

Vidbergs reached his most powerful expression in
his works dedicated to the War of Independence
and the post-war economic recovery of the Lat-

vian state. In Bermontiade (The Bermondt Affair)

series—graphic works and paintings on plates—
he reaches emotional catharsis. The heroism of
each individual soldier becomes a symbol of the
nation’s struggle for freedom. The compositions are
laconic, based on the contrast of black and white.
He unmasks the inhuman nature of war but, at the

same time, shows the mighty power of the nation,

its will to fight and win. Inspiration for the plates
Uz Libekas tilta (By the Libeka Bridge), 1925, and
Daugavmala. No cikla Bermontiade (Near Daugava.
The Bermondt Affair), 1927 (Fig. 12-13), originates

Fig. 12. Sigismunds Vidbergs. Uz Libekas tilta (On the
Libeka Bridge). 1925. Porcelain, overglaze painting,
gilding, @ 25.5, Museum of Decorative Arts and Design
collection, DLM/K-274. Photography by Ritvars Skuja

Fig. 13. Sigismunds Vidbergs. Daugavmala. No cikla
Bermontiade (Near Daugava. The Bermondt Affair).

1927. Porcelain, overglaze painting, gilding, @ 32.5, Peteris
Aven's collection. Photography by Ritvars Skuja

Fig. 14. Sigismunds Vidbergs. Plate. 1925. Porcelain,
overglaze painting, gilding, @ 24.8, Museum of Decorative
Arts and Design collection, DLM/K-276. Photography by
Ritvars Skuja

Fig. 15. Sigismunds Vidbergs. Aviacija (Aviation). Plate.
1926. Porcelain, overglaze painting, gilding, @ 24.9,
Museum of Decorative Arts and Design collection,
DLM/K-277. Photography by Ritvars Skuja



in his series of graphic works. The latter plate also
features an element much favoured by Art Deco: the
border of the plate is decorated with a belt of gold
and black triangles reminiscent of saw blades and
evokes associations with the ruthless grinding of the

war-machine.

In 1926, Vidbergs painted a figure of a worker in an
industrial background. It brings to mind the poster
he had made in 1925 for the election campaign of
the Social Democratic Party. The figure rises like
a monument, lost in deep reflection, powerful and
creative. This interpretation is close to the topics of
the Soviet agitation porcelain paintings (Fig. 14).
The plate Avidcija (Aviation), 1926, painted in the
Art Deco style, is a song of praise to the modern
industrial epoch, its growth, and speed (Fig. 15). The
credo of the time was that mechanisation regulated
the rhythm of people’s lives and was the determin-
ing factor of civilisation. Moreover, it tells us a story
about Vidbergs’ love of piloting aircraft, as piloting
was a general infatuation of journalists, artists, and
architects in the interwar Latvian society. Aviation
was unbelievably popular. Homemade aircraft were
being constructed and Latvian aviation industry

was starting to develop.?”’

In 1925, after the Paris exhibition, the “Baltars” art-
ists outlined their plans for the future: “As we have
already established relevant contacts with Estonian
and Lithuanian artists, we shall, in collaboration
with them, create works also for Estonia and Lithu-
ania. The ultimate goal of this mutual cooperation
will be the foundation of a specific porcelain pro-
duction industry, common to all three Baltic States,
which will manifest the national culture of the Baltic

countries.”*

This extract can be defined as an attempt at public
diplomacy aimed to promote not only Latvia but

also the whole Baltic region.

The syncretic image of public diplomacy had to
represent the cultural identity or identities of the
Baltic nations in international forums. At that time,
the kind of promotion which fosters recognisability
was often referred to as “propaganda’. Propaganda
included participation in international exhibitions

and it was a tool of representation. Soviet Russia, as a

new country built on the ruins of the Russian Empire,
was also interested in introducing itself to the world
through propaganda. The task of its art was to pro-
mote the new country and its proletarian ideas. In
Soviet Russia, agitation porcelain had to be revolu-
tionary in content, complete in shape, and perfect in
performance.® In the Latvian press, there are publi-
cations in which “Baltars” porcelain is compared with
the products of the Russian State Manufactory, that
is, agitation porcelain.*? From today’s point of view,
more than just external similarity can be found. The
tasks of “Baltars” porcelain were: to introduce the
new Latvian state that had never existed before and
was unknown to Europe, to tell the world about Lat-
vians, about their nation, ethnography, values, virtue,
and human sacrifice in the battles for independence.
The innovative creative approach of the artists and
decoration of porcelain ware had to prove Latvian

taste and technical ability.

In 1926, the “Baltars” artists planned to organise an
exhibition in Kaunas. In order to obtain financial
support from the Cultural Endowment, they handed
in an application form that was stamped with “Bal-

tars/Kaunas-Riga-Tallina.”* This explained their

Lietuviy Dailes Draugijos Salonas
Kaunas, Laisvés Alzja Nr. 61

LATVIU DAILES

PARODA

PAVEIKSLAI ANT |
PORCELIANOS |

1926
XI[-28—XII-5 |
Paroda atidaryta nuo 10-4 val. e ‘

l¢jimas 1,50 ct., moksleiviams ir kareiviams 50 ct, Dailes Dn;ugiios
nariams nemokamai. S pj 2 ?

Fig. 16. Poster for the “Baltars” exhibition in the
Kaunas Artists’ Gallery. 1926. Colour print. Courtesy of
Zmuidzinavicius Museum
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.

plans for exhibition activities in the future. From
November 28 to December 5, a vast exhibition of
“Baltars” porcelain artworks was opened at the exhi-
bition hall of the Lithuanian Artists Salon in Kau-
nas, comprising more than a hundred decorated
porcelain items (Fig. 16).>* There were five partici-
pants: Suta, Belcova, Vidbergs, and Liicija Kursinska
and Sveics, who both worked for the company from
time to time. Public acclaim was great, and many
artworks were sold. Kazys Grinius, President of the
Republic of Lithuania, who had been elected in June,
visited the “Baltars” exhibition and bought Belcova’s
plates Mate (Mother), 1925, and Mdte un meita
(Mother and Daughter), 1925. World-renowned
tenor and Kaunas Opera founder Kipras Petrauskas,
who had performed in Riga, Liepaja, and Jelgava,
bought four plates: Belcovas Dziedatajas (Singers),
1925, and three plates of Suta’s Kazas (The Wedding),
1925, series.® (Unfortunately, there is no informa-
tion about their present location.) After the exhi-
bition, the Ciurlionis Art Gallery kept Suta’s plate
Kazas (The Wedding), 1926 (Fig. 17), and one of the
exhibited brooches. The sales list says that, overall,
fourteen porcelain brooches were sold.* In 1978,
Elena Zalinkevicaité-Petrauskiené, Petrauskas’
widow, sold one plate designed by Suta to the Mikas
and Kipras Petrauskas Lithuanian Music Museum,

and this object is still on permanent display there.?”

The Lithuanian press paid attention to the exhi-

bition and several articles appeared. The most

Fig. 17. Romans Suta. Kazas (Wedding). Plate. 1926.
Faience, overglaze painting, silvering @ 37.8, Tt - 2311.
Courtesy of the M. K. Ciurlionis National Museum of Art

interesting is the one by Jonas Massacio. He looks
at Suta and his art from an unusual point of view,
especially when it comes to Suta as theoretician and
practitioner of Cubism. Suta’s name had already
been familiar to Kaunas artists. A year prior to the
exhibition, he had delivered a lecture at the Kaunas
Art School. Suta had reported on modern art trends
and tried to convince the listeners that “only Cub-
ism and others -isms could save art”. After the exhi-
bition, the journalist comments: “Unfortunately,
Romans Suta proves to be an excellent Cubist only
in his theories: his porcelain paintings have little to
do with Cubism—its share is as much as a sparrow
can bring in its beak” Massacio claims that he has
not seen “any traces of an -ism in Suta’s artworks”.
In his opinion, Suta is skilful at stylisation, but some
of his works are over-stylised, although he keeps on
following the right direction. It seems that the jour-
nalist has mixed up styles: in the next paragraph,
for comparison, he characterises an example, as it
might seem, of surrealistic painting he had seen
somewhere abroad. Meanwhile, he praises Belcova
for her poetic picture of the world, as well as Sveics
and Vidbergs, stressing that the latter is an outstand-
ing illustrator of books. In conclusion, the journalist
expresses his hope that, after the successful exhibi-
tion of Latvian artists’ porcelain painting, local art-
ists will finally start thinking about their role in the

advancement of porcelain industry in Lithuania.®®

Another “Baltars” exhibition in 1928, as the art-
ists had envisaged, was organised at the Tallinn Art
School and was running from April 1 to April 15
(Fig. 18).* Its participants were Suta, Belcova, and
students of Suta’s studio of porcelain painting. Vid-
bergs at the time had already left “Baltars” for “Burt-
nieks”, the newly-opened porcelain painting work-
shop that was established in 1929 by the Benjamin$
family of press magnates and was a rival to “Baltars’,
for “Burtnieks” production was more accessible and
cheaper. The Estonian press published some reviews
of the exhibition and pointed out that professional
painting of ceramics at the time was not so well-
known in Estonia and that the achievements of Lat-
vians were very respectable and “allow[ed] them to

proudly display their art abroad”*’


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elena_Žalinkevičaitė-Petrauskienė

Fig. 18. “Baltars” catalogue for the exhibition in Tallinn.
1928

After the exhibition, nine porcelain items remained
in Estonia. In 1979, the State Art Museum of the
Latvian SSR brought “Baltars” porcelain ware back
home through mutual artwork exchange. In turn,
the Estonian artist August Weizenberg’s (1831-
1921) marble sculpture which till then was kept at
the Latvian museum was given back to Estonia. This
initiative was invaluable in respect of art preserva-
tion, promotion of Latvian history of art, and its

public accessibility.

In 1930, “Baltars” porcelain paintings were included
in the exhibition organised by the Riga Artists
Group at the Karlstad Museum, Sweden.*! Suta
and Be]cova sold several plates and received a pri-
vate commission for another six. Photos of exhibits,
price tags, and documents regarding this are still
kept in the archive of the museum. Unfortunately,
there is no information if Suta had ever painted the
commissioned plates, because it was the time when
“Baltars” gradually started to wind up its activi-
ties. In 1930, Pel$e included “Baltars” plates in a
ceramic artwork donation of the Republic of Latvia

to the National Museum of Ceramics in Sevres.*> At

present, the museum keeps one plate by Belcova and
four plates by Suta, including two Wedding plates.
There is also information on a possibility that one
plate by Vidbergs could still be in the museum’s
storage, as it was on the donation list. Unfortunately,
due to the bombing of Paris by the Allies in 1943,
some objects of the Latvian collection were dam-

aged or have disappeared.

There are various assumptions considering the clos-
ing date of the workshop. Some researchers assert
that “Baltars” ceased its activities or even went
bankrupt in 1928; others indicate that it happened
in 1929, although its exhibition activities continued
in 1930. Strangely enough, even concrete dates are
mentioned without any reference to archival sourc-
es.®? The press of the time has it clear that property
belonging to Ozolina-Krauze had been sold in two
auctions already in 1926 and in 1927.* In the first
case, it was some furniture sold for a small amount
of money, and some books and a woman’s watch in
the second.*® These financial problems cannot be
perceived as bankruptcy. Did this financial situa-
tion have any impact on the lifestyles of Be]cova and
Ozolina-Krauze? The magazine Ekonomists (The
Economist) reports that, already on December 30,
1929, a trading and industrial joint-stock company
Piena Eksports (Milk Export) with a share capital
of a hundred thousand lats was established. In the
list of its five shareholders, we can spot Aleksandra
Mitrofan’s daughter Suta, better known as Aleksan-
dra Belcova-Suta.*® Judging from the press, both
friends, despite their “bankruptcy”, were going to
spend the period from autumn 1929 to spring 1930
in Nice, France, just like the year before.*” Some
researchers are convinced that the world economic
crisis that began in 1929 in the USA was the reason
that the workshop stopped its activities, but this is
hardly true.*® It is possible that this statement could
be the result of the Soviet time socialist teachings
of political economy and reflects the understanding
of economic processes at that time. The economic
crisis in the USA started only in October 1929 and
was never able to retrospectively influence Latvian
economy. Of course, the global economic crisis
affected life in Latvia and hit the cultural and art

scene hard. Historians associate the economic crisis
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in Latvia with the period from 1930 to 1934. Econo-
mist Arnolds Aizsilnieks writes: “Latvia began to
experience the winds of economic depression in
1930. They started with a gradual drop of prices,
especially in the second half of the year and for
the most important Latvian export goods* Com-
petition also played a significant role in the fate
of “Baltars”, because in 1929 the above mentioned
porcelain-painting workshop “Burtnieks” was
founded by the Benjamin$ family of wealthy Riga
entrepreneurs. They advertised their new produc-
tion in their publications of great circulation and
generously paid artists and art students for porce-
lain ware designs.>® Since “Baltars” crockery was
too expensive for an average buyer, mostly only the
upper middle class—lawyers, diplomats, doctors,
art collectors, etc.—could buy it. Another factor that
determined the demise of “Baltars” activities could
be the frequent disagreements of personal charac-
ter, which definitely played a crucial role when Vid-
bergs and Abrosimov decided to leave for the new
company. Suta’s intolerant and enthusiastic charac-
ter also contributed to the closure of “Baltars” He
loved everything that was new and unexplored and
was eager to try and implement new projects. Suta’s
artistic activities were diverse: besides engaging in
oil painting, graphic art, scenography, painting on
glass, interior design, organisation of exhibitions,
and design projects for exhibition pavilions, he was
also a hyperactive public figure that held lectures
and wrote for the press on various issues of art and
culture. He loved to take up challenges and activities
and saw his life as an art performance. For “Baltars”
to be efficient, a solid state sponsorship and many
marketing strategies that we know today would have
been necessary. Suta was not a businessperson as he
cared only for art. However, despite the commercial
failure in porcelain production, Suta still cherished
the idea to elaborate a contemporary ideology for
the advancement of Latvian art. In January 1930, the
“Baltars” workshop opened its doors to a meeting of
artists interested in the foundation of the Art Dis-
cussion Club.”! Finally, the closure of “Baltars” took
place only on July 3, 1931, and a newspaper reporter
told the readers the following: “The nice company of

artists who used to stick together has split, each in

different direction, and their place at La¢plésa Street

has been closed down for good”2

CONCLUSIONS

In the 1920s, Latvian applied art, including ceram-
ics, was considered controversial—some believed
that everything was developing in the right direction
or, as the press called it, “in a peculiar national style”,
without worrying about contemporary require-
ments, styles, and fashion. There was an opposition
to this, and one of its leaders was modernist Romans
Suta, always ready for a challenge, and foundation
of the “Baltars” porcelain-painting workshop was
one of them. Already from the first day, he had
planned to encompass Lithuania and Estonia in his
creative porcelain production plans and eventu-
ally formulated the idea of building a joint artistic
ware-production industry, the produce of which, in
his opinion, would demonstrate the visual culture
and accomplishments of the Baltic nations. Yet his
intentions did not find any resonance in Estonia or
Lithuania. This surely was a premature project for
the time. “Baltars” definitely was a unique company
as there is no evidence of any similar workshops
operating in European countries. They won great
acclaim internationally because they were different,
and their only rivals were the Soviet Russian revolu-
tionary propaganda porcelain artists and their art.
The 1925 Paris Exhibition awards proved that the
“Baltars” artists had a lot of creative potential, which,
unfortunately, was not used in full. Nevertheless, the
“Baltars” phenomenon had a tremendous impact on

porcelain painting traditions in Latvia.
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Latvijos meno akademija, Ryga, Latvija

NACIONALINES TAPATYBES IR MODERNIZACIJOS SIMBIOZE
DIRBTUVES ,,BALTARS“ (,BALTU MENAS“) 1924-1930 METU PALIKIME

Santrauka

Straipsnyje analizuojama kolektyvinés dirbtuvés ,,Baltars®, gaminusios tapytus porceliano gaminius, veikla 1924
1930 metais. Pazymétina, jog $ig dirbtuve Rygoje jkiré trys menininkai modernistai: tapytojai Romanas Suta
(1896-1944), Aleksandra Be]cova (1892-1981) ir grafikos menininkas Sigismundas Vidbergas (1890-1970). ,,Bal-
tars“ fenomenas reik$mingas dél menininky i$rasty inovacijy, pritaikyty Latvijos porceliano gamyboje, bei Latvijos
porceliano gaminiy parody 1920-aisiais ir 1930-aisiais tiek vietiniame Latvijos kontekste, tiek Baltijos juros regione
(Lietuva, Estija, Svedija).

Siame straipsnyje analizuojamas ,,Baltars* dirbtuvés jkiirimas ir uzdarymas, kompanijos meniné veikla, pastangos
jsilieti i platesnj tarptautinj meno ir prekybos kontekstg bei dirbtuvés laiméjimai. Pazymétina, jog gausios parodos ir
publikacijos paskatino didesnj susidoméjima Latvijos porceliano menu, tad diskursas apie ,,Baltars“ fenomeng tapo
itin aktualus. Dél iSaugusio susidoméjimo $iuo menu taip pat kyla nemazai klausimy, susijusiy su modernizacija, jos
jtaka menui, nacionalizmu, nepriklausomos valstybés manifestacija. Tad $iame tekste taip pat bus analizuojamos ir

$ios tematikos, demonstruojamos iStapytose scenose ant porceliano dirbiniy.

Reik$miniai ZodZiai: ,,Baltars“ dirbtuvé, Ryga, tapyba ant porceliano gaminiy, revoliuciné propaganda, tautiné ta-

patybé, tarptautinés parodos.
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