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Abstract: This paper on the representation of Latvian farmers in photography will 

examine relations between nation building, science, and modernity in the 

colonial society which inhabited the margins of Europe – the Baltic region 

of the Russian Empire – in the last decade of the nineteenth century. 

I shall consider in particular several ethnographical expeditions by Jānis 

Krēsliņš (1865 - ?) which were held during 1894 and 1895 all across the 

territory of Latvia for the collection of the Latvian Ethnographic Exhibition 

as part of the 10th Congress of Archaeology of the Russian Empire in 

1896. The collection of more than two-hundred images (commissioned by 

the Riga Latvian Association) merge a primitive encounter between urban 

and rural worlds and demonstrate shifting strategy by Latvian 

intelligentsia. On the one hand, they show members of particular Latvian 

rural community, defined by their type of work stressing their traditional 

environment. On the other hand, they indicate a new approach to 

interpreting the phenomenon of rural life from an urban perspective 

through the means of the photography medium. How were these quasi-

scientific representations of Latvian farmers placed within discourses of 

nation building? This research shows an analysis of cultural mechanisms 

through examination of specific photographic practice. In particular, the 

paper pays attention to the development of the local patterns of the field 

of visual anthropology which were profoundly shaped by the multicultural 

context of this Baltic region and brought a very different set of influences 

in the discipline. The resultant corporeal images of members of particular 

national group, defined by their type of work, are not just a depiction of 

Latvian rural community but speak also about the producers and 

consumers of such images and their internal cultural interactions, and 

external relations with the world. As a result, registers of images were 



used as a powerful tool in the engagement with the world around 

producing ethno-schematization. 

 


