


Karlis Baltgailis. Wounded Rifleman. 1936. Oil on cardboard. 52,5 x 65 cm.
Latvian National Museum of Art.

Works by Karlis Baltgailis in the archive of the Latvian National Museum of Art. Karlis Baltgailis. Two Friends. 1938. Gouache on carboard. 50,5 x 71,5 cm.
Malmé6 Konstmuseum.



Malmé museum as a refugee centre in 1945. Photo: Karl Werner Gullers.

This text was published by Malmo Konstmuseum in 2015 in the book
‘Art in the Shadow of War — The Museum as Refugee Camp’.

Translation: Frank Perry

A Living Museum

Cecilia Widenheim
Director of Malmo Konstmuseum from 2012-2018

“It has been the view of us all that a public institution is not an end
in itself but a servant of society, and when society requires us to fulfil
duties different from those we are intended to perform it should be our
unquestioned obligation to accept these new tasks willingly.”

‘Glimpses From a Living Museum’, published by museum director Ernst
Fischer, 8 June 1945 in Sydsvenska Dagbladet.

2015 marks the seventieth anniversary of the end of the war when
thousands of people landed in Malméo by boat. By late April 1945 the
need was acute for premises to house the refugees and concentration
camp prisoners who arrived on the famous white buses run by the
Red Cross. The story goes that the then museum director Ernst Fischer
called in the staff on April 27 so they could open Malmg museum to the
refugees the following day. For almost six months the museum served
as a refugee camp and quarantine centre. At its height there were 500
people living on site at the same time.

This event obviously invites careful consideration but it also raises a
number of important questions about our current view of what an art
museum is and what a public institution can be. The decision to close the
museum to the public and set up dormitories, washrooms and dining

33



halls must have been challenged and debated. Retrospectively, however,
that decision inspires great respect. What sort of event would be met with
such a radical gesture of solidarity today? And what kind of situation
would evoke such a rapid mobilisation of resources and energy?

Ernst Fischer’s announcement in the local press testifies to a powerful
conviction as to the role of the museum in civil society. A museum is not
an end in itself; its raison d’étre resides in the role society accords it at a
particular time. Fischer was an art historian and had begun working at
the museum as early as the 1920s. His enthusiasm for popular education
is a matter of historical record. It was at this time that the idea that every
schoolchild in Malmé should be offered a visit to the museum twice a
year got off the ground.

Fischer was however also a committed opponent of the Nazis and his
home soon became the base for the Malmé-branch of the legendary
Tuesday Club. The first meeting of the Tuesday Club had been held on
9 April 1940 in Stockholm, the same day, that is, on which the Germans
occupied Norway and Denmark. Amelie Posse, who started the secret
club, had personal experience to draw on. She had been a writer and
journalist in Czechoslovakia during the 1930s, but was forced to flee
the Gestapo before the outbreak of war. What she envisaged was “the
formation of a nationwide network of cells capable of galvanising
opinion against the Nazis during peacetime and, if necessary, of leading
the resistance against them in the event of an occupation.”

As early as 1946 an exhibition entitled Ravensbriick — Images from the Years
of Captivity, made up of a hundred or so works by three Polish women
artists who came to Malmo at the end of the war, would be shown at the
castle Malméohus. Their images bear witness not only to unimaginable
hardships and human tragedies but also to the humour, which seems to
survive even the most degrading of circumstances. Several of the works
were produced as commemorative images after the war.

Although the depiction of the real face of Nazism and later of the victims
of the war was relatively unusual in Swedish art, it should be borne
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in mind that considerable parts of the establishment were openly pro-
Nazi during the 1930s. Open criticism entailed a significant risk. One
exception was the periodical Minsklighet [Humanity], which presented
a vigorous Swedish anti-war satire. With the willing assistance of artists,
graphic designers and writers, the artist Albin Amelin aimed to increase
awareness of the rising tide of National Socialism and the censorship
that was bearing down to an even greater extent on all aspects of society,
including the visual arts. The original intention had been to put the
periodical in regular production but only two issues were published
owing to distribution problems because of the radical content.

The Swedish artist Sven Xet Erixson was powerfully inspired on hearing
how the art museum in Malmd was being temporarily inhabited by
prisoners from the camps. In a monumental and visionary painting he
portrays ragged and emaciated figures being received by white-clad
nurses who lead them round the works of art.

Reference is frequently made to the difficulty museums face in reflecting
the contemporary world and to the problems that confront public
institutions in trying to remain a vital resource for their visitors. Ernst
Fischer’s decision to set up a refugee centre would shake the self-image
of the museum to its foundations. The photographs that show the
conversion of the exhibition halls to dormitories while the art gallery was
filled with metal bunk beds gives pause for thought. The photographs
that reveal how the religious art in the museum’s collections suddenly
found a practical use provide evidence of a fascinating encounter between
the institutional identity of the museum and the political imperatives of
a secularised Sweden.
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This text is based on excerpts
from an article originally published in ‘Tilts" in 1970.

Translation: Daila Krakte

The Fate of Our Artworks
Latvian Artworks in Malmo museum, Sweden

Ojars Jegens

The first Latvian artist's work in Malmé museum was the painting
‘Ferries on the Spree River’ (‘Pramji Spre upg’) by L. Liberts, donated
by the Malmo-Lund department of the Swedish-Latvian Association in
1938.!

In 1939 the fundamental collection of Malmé museum’s Latvian
department was added to this painting, donated to the museum by the
art collector, Swedish customs official, O. Elmquist — a total of forty-
four or forty-five artworks: paintings, graphic works and sculptures.
O. Elmquist lived in Latvia in the 1930s where he became friends with
Latvian artists and began to collect Latvian artworks. After learning of
his intention to give these works to Malmé museum, a special committee
was established with the help of Latvian national institutions, the task
of which was to support Elmquist in various ways and in general help
him to create a truly representative Latvian art collection. Latvian artists
in this jury committee were represented by Prof. L. Liberts and the
Swedish-Latvian Association was represented by Prof. Francis Balodis —
apparently there was also another representative of a third office. When
the collection was formed, it was displayed in Riga for the public to
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visit, before being shipped to Sweden. The catalogue of this exhibition
has remained. Its full title: Artworks of the Latvian fine arts for the art
museum in the city of Malmé, Sweden, 1939. Exhibition at the New Hall
of University of Latvia, November 12, 1939.

Checking Malmé museum’s catalogues confirms that all the works
displayed in Riga were indeed received in Malmg, apart from ‘Landscape’
by F. Bange. It is also clear from the catalogues that the titles of the works
were first translated into German and only then into Swedish, thus

sometimes creating misunderstandings and inaccuracies.

There is a note added to all of the works donated to Malmé museum
by O. Elmquist in catalogues, as well as on each work’s frame or base.
O. Elmquist’s name is also inscribed in the museum’s hallway, in the
dark green marble of the wall of main staircase, along with the names of
other prominent benefactors.

Although this overview is not devoted to critical analysis of O. Elmquist’s
collection, or to criticism of the work of auxiliary committee or selection
of artistic works, it should be acknowledged that while this collection
is highly representative of the state and level of Latvian painting in the
second half of the 1930s,* seeing only this, one cannot even begin to grasp
the idea of the brightest and most important period in Latvian art so far
— the 1920s.? Only an expert will notice the features of this period in the
work of J. Grosvalds. The very few — though valuable — works of our old
masters (J. Valters, J. Rozentals, V. Purvitis, R. Zarins) cannot sufficiently
describe the development of Latvian art.

However, Malmé museum’s collection of Latvian art was the largest and
most important Latvian art collection outside the borders of Latvia.
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In 1940s this collection was complemented by several donated or
otherwise gained works of Latvian painters living in Sweden (E. Dzenis,
M. Liepina, A. Strauss, J. Cirulis, N. Strunke).

By the mid 1950s nearly all of these works were displayed in a special
section of Malmo museum called Latvian Art. In 1955 the museum’s
management cut the space for Latvian Art section and only twenty-
seven works were left to be displayed ('Riga Beach’ by Strunke, works
by Baltgailis, M. Liepina, Rozentals, Dzenis, Grosvalds, Skride, Valters, J.
Crrulis, Svemps, both works of Liberts, works by Annus, O. Skulme, U.
Skulme, Cielava, Purvitis, Tone, E. Kalnins, J. Liepins, Strauss, Tidemanis,
Kuga, Zale, Zalkalns, Ubans).

In 1958 the museum’s management changed and under the pretext of a
lack of space, Latvian artworks were moved to storage, gradually placing
part of them in various public institutions of the city of Malmé for
decorative purposes, keeping notes on the location of each artwork.* An
exception was the sculpture of K. Zale, which was added to the Russian
art section (also reduced).

When several people inquired to the management whether it would be
possible to redeem Latvian artworks from the museum, the answer was
that it was not be possible because the works had been donated to the
museum. When the management was asked if there is any hope that
these works will ever be re-exhibited, the answer was: “Doubtful”.

Thus the only thing still presenting evidence of the Latvian art collection
at Malmo museum, Sweden, is the name of the benefactor — customs
official, O. Elmquist, inscribed on the wall of the museum’s stairway, as
well as comments in Latvian artists’ biographies that some of their works
are in Malmo museum in Sweden.’

[Ed. In the original article a list describing each work in the collection and
their whereabouts follows.]
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1 Ojars Jégens, ‘Latvian Art Department Has Disappeared from Sight’, Laiks, 2 May,
1959. This article incorrectly referred to the work of L. Liberts as ‘Boats in the Seine’.

2 See the comparing material and overview in Five years of Latvian Fine Art (1934-
1939), Riga, 1940.

3 Both more cautious and more open views on the importance of 1920s can be
found in the art literature of Latvia and the literature of Latvians who emigrated. See, for example,
monographs of essays by Anslavs Eglitis: Janis Muncis, Shippenville, Penn. 1961, page 61:
“Right after the victory of struggle for independence the most enthusiastic, hopeful and productive
era in the history of Latvian art, when those who had come home from all over the world, full of
different impressions, began in feverish haste to restore art life, believing that at last everything
they do and build will remain as a safe basis for the development of Latvian art for many
generations”. See also the article by Rasma Lace ‘The Diversity of National Arts’ in the magazine
Maksla No. 1, 1968, page 7: “... The national tradition of the Baltic Republics is first of all rooted
in the progressive efforts of fine arts of this century’s 20s and 30s.” Also, the same author’s article
‘Looking for new expressions’in the journal Maksla, 1968, No. 4, page 12: “...Traditions of Latvian
painting in 20s are actively being recycled in creative work through which one can sense the
influence of Western Europe art directions of that time”.

4 Aforementioned article of O. JEgens ‘Latvian Art Department has Disappeared from
Sight’ features some guesses on why Malmé museum’s management acted in the way they did.
Since those were only guesses | will not include them here. | will however quote a phrase that the
editorial board of the newspaper had crossed out: “It seems that this time there is no black or red
(since among exhibited works were also those by many artists who had received various credits,
titles and positions in occupied Latvia, such as Ed. Kalnin§, O. Skulme, L. Svemps, T. Zalkalns,
etc.) indignity to be blamed for this ignorance towards Latvian art but simply disrespect from the
museum’s management towards art and artists of a country that’s been occupied.”

5 The information gathered here regarding the Malmé museum’s deposit of Latvian
artworks in the various institutions of the city of Malmé contains records up until the beginning of
the 1960s. When, where and what artworks have been deposited afterwards has not yet been
established.
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This article is based on excerpts from an article published in

“Ajalooline Ajakiri. The Estonian Historical Journal’ in 2015.

Hegemony, Liberation and
Transnational Activism in World War I'

Mart Kuldkepp

As World War I began, the stability of the international system at the
time was immediately put into question. In many politically aware
circles, it quickly became recognised that the great power conflict not
only threatened Europe with immense destruction, but also promised
unprecedented changes to its political landscape. The exact nature of
these changes was, of course, a matter of debate. This meant that parallel
to successes and failures on the battlefield, visions of the post-war world
came to be negotiated in diplomacy and propaganda, included in the
war aims of the belligerents, discussed in privacy, promoted in secrecy
and published in pamphlets and newspapers. Not unexpectedly, even
the most unorthodox visions of future geopolitical reconfiguration could
thereby gain some political currency.

There was a lot of variation in what the different groups were hoping for.
In the ruling circles of belligerent multinational empires, the prospect
of redrawing state boundaries and creating new spheres of influence
fuelled imperialist ambitions of gaining control of even more resources
and territories. Amongst patriots of “oppressed peoples” — representing
the national minorities of the very same empires — the war gave rise to
hopes for some kind of national liberation that ranged from increased
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cultural autonomy to outright independence. Furthermore, radical social
revolutionaries denounced the idea of national interests altogether and
saw the war as a chance to overthrow the system of bourgeois states
that had caused it. And even in neutral states, “war parties” sprung up,
eager to enter the conflagration since they imagined that the war would
somehow open a path towards future glory and the revival of their
country’s ancient might.

One aspect of this ephemeral wartime dreaming was the hope of creating,
at Russian expense, a new post-war Baltic Sea region with Sweden as
its leading regional power: a new Mare Nostrum Balticum.? Drawing on
Sweden’s seventeenth-century legacy as a great power, as well as on
the fears and hopes associated with its geographical position, the plans
for this new region came to be negotiated in a peculiar atmosphere of
cooperation in wartime Stockholm that included representatives of
empires (Central Powers, above all Germany), members of separatist
Russian nationalities (Finns and Estonians), and Sweden’s own war
enthusiasts — both Conservatives and Social Democrats — in what
amounted to a transnational, and, to a degree, trans-ideological
movement, united by its shared opposition to Russia. Even though the
alliance between all these different groups was a largely tactical one, it
also included a positive regionalist component, as will be argued below.

Activism as a Transnational Movement

In many cases, the wartime goals of empires, national and social
revolutionaries, and neutral war activists were closely intertwined. All
belligerents, probably without exception, attempted to make use of
separatist and revolutionary movements in enemy territory in order to
destabilise the respective foe’s inner affairs. Such groups were secretly
supported with arms and money and encouraged with promises of
future privileges. At the same time, empires also attempted to influence
the neutrals, either with the goal of directly drawing them into the war,
or at least of ensuring their benevolence in matters such as shipping and
trade.
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National and social revolutionaries, as well as the war activists of
neutral states, naturally tried to take advantage of the great powers’
sudden interest in their affairs by using it to fulfil their own aims of
national or social liberation or reinvigoration. Their specific aims varied
and were rarely fully compatible with the goals of the empires, but it
was nevertheless possible to forge at least temporary tactical alliances
between these weaker groups and the warring powers interested in
supporting them.

The nationalities that hoped to gain something from the war included,
amongst others, the Irish, the Poles, the Czechs, and, not least, many
of the national minorities of the Russian Empire. The national elites
of Finns, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, Georgians and others all adopted
to some extent the hope that the war would weaken Russia enough to
make greater autonomy or even full national independence possible for
its subject peoples. To encourage this, their emissaries turned to Russia’s
enemies — above all Germany — for moral and monetary support, which
they also received to varying degrees.

Somewhat more unexpectedly, the representatives of Finns and
Estonians also courted Sweden, regarded by them as the leading state in
Scandinavia, known to be anti-Russian in its sympathies and assumed
to have an interest in regaining the territories lost during previous
centuries — certainly Finland, lost in 1809, but perhaps also the Baltic Sea
provinces lost by the Treaty of Nystad in 1721. Therefore, even though
Sweden had declared itself neutral at the outset of the war, hopes were
still entertained that it could be persuaded to join the war against Russia.

This shows that the tactical alliances mentioned above did not only
exist between revolutionaries, separatists and neutral war activists on
the one hand and belligerent empires on the other, but also that such
alliances could be established between non-imperial groups themselves,
especially if one of them was in a stronger and more dominant position
(in this case Sweden). Put another way, the same mutual opportunism
found in e.g. the German General Staff’s relations with Indian and Irish
nationalists, brought together by common anti-British interests, was
characteristic of the relations between Swedish, Finnish and Estonian
nationalists inside the larger activist movement. The same Swedish
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activists, in turn, were a non-dominant partner in their relations with
Germany, while the representatives of Finns and Estonians naturally also
had their own direct contact with Germany. In this way, a network-like
structure of tactical alliances emerged.

At the same time, the dream of the new Swedish Mare Nostrum Balticum
was something that seems to have transcended purely tactical concerns
and to have become genuinely shared across the whole movement
— even if its German, Swedish, Finnish and Estonian variants differed
in their peculiarities. It was therefore not simply a Swedish imperialist
project, meant to extend Swedish hegemony with German support at
the expense of Russia, but was also a project of national liberation for
Finnish and Estonian activists. Thus, as I have argued elsewhere, activist
regionalism can be seen as an example of a “pooling of nationalisms”, a
regionalist construction building on certain shared features of all of the
three national discourses represented in the movement.*

The Importance of Sweden

In the end, of course, everything hinged on Sweden’s willingness to
abandon what was regarded as its shameful neutrality, to enter the war
as an ally of Germany, humiliate Russia and to reclaim its natural leading
positionin “Norden”. It was furthermore assumed that aliberated Finland
would enter some sort of a close political relationship with Sweden, and
perhaps also hand over the ethnically Swedish Aland Islands. Denmark
and Norway were also expected to be drawn eventually into the Swedish
sphere of influence.’

Activists and activist-sympathisers in Sweden included a number of
prominent individuals: journalists, writers, politicians, academics,
officers and even members of the royal family. One could name the world-
famous explorer Sven Hedin, the ambassador of Sweden in Germany,
Arved von Taube, “riksmarskalk” Ludvig Douglas, the mathematician
and millionaire Gosta Mittag-Leffler, the professor of political science
and member of the parliament Rudolf Kjellén, the minister of education,
K. G. Westman, and the Queen of Sweden, Victoria. The most active
personalities in the movement, however, were the young conservative
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anti-emigration activist Adrian Molin, and the German-friendly social
democrats Otto Jarte and Yngve Larsson.®

Nevertheless, the Swedish war activists lacked significant public support,
which meant that their war plans never became a serious political
alternative to Swedish neutrality. The probability of this happening,
furthermore, declined together with German military fortunes. But even
if the immediate political achievements of the activists were limited, the
movement affected the subsequent history of Baltic-Nordic regionalism,
which for the interwar period became tainted with memories of their
failed bid on imperial Germany and reckless military adventurism.

Conclusions

The First World War led to the whole or partial demise of several
multinational empires and the appearance of many new nation states, as
well as the wholly unprecedented phenomenon of Communist Russia.
But it is not only in hindsight that the war’s geopolitical implications
were understood. Such possibilities were already apparent during the
war itself, both for the belligerent empires and for the other groups
attempting to use the war for their own political advantage.

The dream of the demise of Russia and resurrection of Swedish power,
liberating its now-lost territories and taking back its leadership over
the Baltic Sea, was not simply a Swedish imperialist project conjured
up by Swedish conservative nationalists. It was an idea supported by
a genuinely transnational movement, one that brought together Finns,
Swedes and Estonians who found a common ground in anti-Russian
security interests, historical memories of an earlier Swedish-led regional
consolidation, and the common understanding of the war as a window
of opportunity to radically shape their own future.
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1 This text is based on excerpts from my article ‘Hegemony and Liberation in World
War I: The Plans for New Mare Nostrum Balticum,” Ajalooline Ajakiri. The Estonian Historical
Journal, 3 (2015), 249-284.

2 The term Mare Nostrum Balticum [“Our Baltic Sea”] was connected to the policy of
“Dominium Maris Baltici” [“Baltic Sea domination”] by Denmark and Sweden in the 16th and 17th
centuries, aimed at establishing political, military and economic control over the Baltic Sea.

3 On the various Russian nationalities turning to Germany for support, see Seppo
Zetterberg, ‘Die Liga der Fremdvélker Russlands 1916-1918: Ein Beitrag zu Deutschlands
antirussischem Propagandakrieg unter den Fremdvolkern Russlands im Ersten Weltkrieg’
(Helsinki: Suomen Historiallinen Seura, 1978), 15-41.

4 See Mart Kuldkepp, ‘Estonia gravitates towards Sweden: Nordic identity and activist
regionalism in World War I’ (Tartu: University of Tartu Press, 2014), 33.

5 For a more comprehensive overview of the regionalist aims of Swedish activism,
see Mart Kuldkepp, ‘Sweden’s Historical Mission and World War |: A Regionalist Theory of
Swedish Activism,” Scandinavian Journal of History, 39:1 (2014), 126—146.

6 For an attempt to create a typology of the different branches of Swedish activism,
see Mats Kihlberg, ‘Aktivismens huvudorgan Svensk Losen,’ Tva studier i svensk konservatism,
1916-1922, ed. by Mats Kihlberg and Donald Séderlind (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wicksell, 1961),

11-28.
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Latvian Centre for Contemporary Art originally published this article in the
catalogue ‘Portable Landscapes’ in 2018.

Portable Landscapes

Solvita Krese, Inga Lace, Diana Popova, Antra Priede-Krievkalne, Andra
Silapetere

When you get to barren New York,

you will share our opinion:

We must afforest it! And it could go like this:
A fast-growing birch on Times Square,

oaks on the fanciest avenues,

mountain ash, mountain ash in Greenwich Village,
weeping willows in Harlem,

pine and spruce on the waterfront,

juniper around the slaughter houses,

and every place where Latvians gather,

ash, linden and maple alleys,

suburbs and side-streets -

let’s sow it all over with a mixed forest.

This 1959 poem by Gunars Salins, which was dedicated to writer and
translator, Dzintars Sodums, expresses Saling’s desire to bring the Latvian
forest to his new home, the urban island of Manhattan, and reveals the
longing he shared with his fellow Latvian exiles for their lost homeland.
Saling was one of the most active participants in the New York group of
Latvian exile artists and poets known as Hell’s Kitchen.

51



For the Estonian artist Enno Hallek, it was the sunset, as it is seen from
Estonia, that he wanted to hold on to. He claims that the sight of the sun
setting over the Baltic sea was actually the only thing that those forced
to flee Estonia could take with them when they left. Just like the Latvian
painter Laris Strunke, Hallek escaped with his family across the sea to
Sweden at the end of the Second World War. It was Hallek’s concept of
“portable sunsets”, often used by the artist in his works, that became
the metaphoric framework of the exhibition ‘Portable Landscapes’. His
colourful paintings on round plywood shapes have handles that permit
them to be carried, hung on the wall and used as frames through which
to view the sky or to gaze upon new and alien milieus.

At the time that Salin§ was imagining a new forest for New York, Dzintars
Sodums was working on his translation of James Joyce’s Ulysses. With
hitherto unseen pirouettes of the Latvian language, he was retelling the
story of its protagonist Leopold Bloom, a story that itself revives the plot
of Homer’s Odyssey — a difficult, exciting, and forking journey of return —
for the twentieth century. To make sure that Sodums’ translation would
be published, Latvian youths in the United States came up with the idea
of organizing pre-orders for the book in order to collect the necessary
funds. Although the painter Sigurds Vidzirkste was saving money for a
trip to Spain, he alone paid for ten copies of the book.

Not long before — in 1954 — works by the Sweden-based artist Marija
Induse-Muceniece had been exhibited in the Akademia gallery in Paris,
which was run by the Latvian dancer, textile artist and publicist Aija
Bertrane along with Raymond Duncan. Meanwhile, Valdis Aboling was
corresponding with the poet Juris Kronbergs — their letters, which were
veritable works of mail-art, travelling between Berlin and Stockholm.
The paths of Latvians in emigration and exile were weaving, tangling
and unravelling, like threads in a knotted fabric of Ulysses’ trip.

In the course of several chapters, the exhibition Portable Landscapes
follows these threads through various corners of the world, bringing us
the stories of a number of creative and often relatively unknown Latvian
émigré and exile personalities and informal groups, situating them in the
broader context of the histories of art, migration and globalization, and
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revealing a polyphonic landscape. Highlighting landmark locations in
the Latvian diaspora, such as Paris, New York, West Berlin, Gotland and
Montreal, the exhibition is an attempt to create a common network out
of individual migration routes and to form a live understanding of the
current situation in Latvia that is informed by historical events.

Though the history of Latvian art during both the interwar period
and the Soviet era has been much researched, this exhibition reveals a
parallel chapter in the history of Latvian art and culture that has not been
well studied. Considering the lives and works of the characters in this
exhibition prompts us to contemplate the boundaries of countries and
cultures and to see the links between developments in Latvia and global
processes outside the Soviet Union. We are led to ask how well accounts
of exile and emigration can be integrated into the local history of art and
culture, and what doing so would mean in the context of the national
cultural canon. Is it possible to look at history as something that exists
beyond the borders of nation states, shared between several places at the
same time? After all, the history of Latvians in exile is part of the history
of Latvia and of the histories of their new homelands. An approach that
acknowledges this might allow us to reflect differently upon the current
refugee crisis in Europe, realizing that the situation will be interpreted
differently when the viewpoints of migrant groups, and of the countries
from which they are fleeing, are taken into account.

The largest wave of Latvian emigration in the twentieth century took
place as a result of the events of the Second World War. In 1944, fearing
repeated Soviet repression, hundreds of thousands of people left Latvia.
Their flight took them to Western Europe, and most people ended up
in Germany, where they spent years in displaced persons camps. In
order to deal with the post-war European refugee crisis, a number of
countries signed draft laws that would allow the refugees to leave the
camps and start new lives through further emigration. For instance, on
25 June 1948, the U.S. President Harry Truman signed the Displaced
Persons Act, allowing political refugees from Europe to immigrate to the
United States. Thus, many Latvians who had found refuge in Germany
emigrated to the United States and later to Canada, Australia, Great
Britain and other countries.
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The forced departure from their native land was a milestone in the lives
of many. It demanded that one acquire new individual and collective
experiences. People had to face the unknown — new circumstances and
a new social status, as a refugee or immigrant — and work toward both
acquiring a new citizenship and providing for themselves, which often
meant taking a job that had nothing to do with one’s education. These
experiences shaped the themes addressed in the creative practices of exile
artists, some of whom expressed critiques of their particular situations in
their work, and some of whom made the conscious decision to turn away
from the reality around them.

Analyzing the phenomenon of exile in 1984, Edward Said, the American
literary scholar of Palestinian descent, tried to articulate a hitherto
unknown division by distinguishing between the romanticized image
of the traveller and the experience of exiled outsiders. Said claimed
that, in the twentieth century, exile could not be considered from the
point of view of aesthetics or humanism and that an exile, immigrant or
political refugee was inevitably marginal vis-a-vis the dominant cultural
and political processes. In such a situation it is easy to imagine at least
two kinds of strategies that people might use to cope with their new
circumstances: trying to fall in with the new group as quickly as possible
in order to foster social and economic well-being; or, alternatively, trying
to retain their distinct national character and to avoid blending in with
the dominant nation.

One of the reasons to look back at the history of exile is to try to
understand and analyse the current situation. In politics and in society
as a whole there is a tendency to view the current European refugee crisis
as a one-off phenomenon and to associate it with negative phenomena
such as unemployment, integration problems or even terrorism. But
if we take a longer look back, it is clear that there have been ceaseless
migrations as a result of wars or political and economic change. Exile,
diaspora and migration are characteristic elements of global culture, and
their manifestations have not only determined changes in the world’s
map but also contributed to the development of various trends in art and
culture, allowing for the blending and overlapping of cultures and the
birth of new ideas and movements.
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With each passing decade, the scale of global migration continues to
grow as more people are forced to move due to economic or political
instability or other circumstances. Migration resulting from climate
change is particularly topical: rates of migration may double within the
next forty years as rising sea levels leave some territories completely
underwater and as others become inhospitable to life due to higher
temperatures. Rising numbers of unregistered people may pose a serious
threat to democracy and the currently existing structures of political
representation. The philosopher Thomas Nail offers an interesting way
of looking at the situation: he suggests reviewing both history and the
current political situation from the point of view of movement, migration,
and the migrant instead of that of the static citizen. Nail calls his theory
“kinopolitics” in reference to social kinetics or movement.

Rather than taking the preconceived notion of “the citizen” as his point
of departure, Nail proposes beginning with migrant flows, looking at the
ways in which migrants travel to become citizens and to form countries
and paying attention to how they often present an opposing force and
an alternative to existing state structures. From a political point of view,
a migration theory that takes movement as its prime consideration
might be more inclusive than one which prioritizes citizenship. Given
the recent tendency of European governments to take stances against
migration, and in particular against migrants from outside the borders
of the European Union, in a backlash against the openness of previous
policies, Nail’s approach seems absolutely necessary. It would allow
migrants to finally find themselves, in political and cultural terms, equal
to or perhaps even in a more important position than citizens, who
have always and automatically benefited from every advantage. While
equality between the two social groups is but a utopia, the exhibition
Portable Landscapes tries to look at and highlight personalities and artistic
phenomena that have resulted from migration — whether freely chosen
or forced.

The story of Gotland told in the exhibition is the story of its place on
the escape route for many artists and their families, including Niklavs
Strunke, who fled across the Baltic Sea with his family at the end of
the Second World War just as Latvia was again being occupied by the
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Soviet Union. The Berlin chapter of the exhibition revolves around
Valdis Aboling — one of the most significant promoters of Latvian art
in the West, a leftist intellectual and a brilliant representative of mail-
art whose fostering of cultural relations in the Cold War era remains a
catalyst for conjecture and speculation. The section on New York centers
on Hell’s Kitchen, an informal group of poets and artists that in the
1950s and 1960s was an important driving force in the intellectual milieu
of the exile community and a catalyst for the survival of the Latvian
creative spirit. The research conducted in Canada follows the story of
Zanis Waldheims, whose impressive oeuvre of geometric abstraction is
saturated with symbolism and philosophical reflection on the ways of
the world. The history of Latvian emigrés in Paris is highlighted by the
striking personality of the dancer and publicist Aia Bertrand, who, along
with her husband, the American dancer and artist Raymond Duncan,
led Akademia, an alternative educational establishment and commune
of like-minded creative people, from the 1920s to the 1970s. In contrast
to the other protagonists of these stories, Bertrand was not a refugee: she
exchanged (then) provincial Riga for metropolitan Paris in 1911 in search
of education.

In addition to pursuing these stories with the help of archival material,
historical works of art and artefacts, the exhibition also gathers together
works by contemporary artists working on the theme of migration
and its attendant questions. By exploring the trajectories and fates of
historical personalities and attempting to highlight not only the aspects
of their creative practices that give us insights into the past but also those
that relate to issues of contemporary relevance, a new chapter of the
exhibition is created — a new network of dialogues and conversations.

1 Gunars Salins, ‘Apmezosim Nujorku. Dzintaram Sodumam par pladu joru’ in Raksti.
(R1ga: Valters un Rapa, 2006), 105.

2 Edward W. Said, ‘Reflections on Exile’ in Reflections on Exile and Other Essays.
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), 173-186.

3 Thomas Nail, The Figure of the Migrant. (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2015), 17.
4 Ibid.
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