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Abstract
The specific experience of Latvian music history in the 20th century is such that during the collection of objective and subjective factors,
there was not a period when there was a sufficiently convincing and artistically vivid approach dominated by the main points of view of the
aesthetics of modernism, particularly its radical forms of expression, avant-garde music. In Latvia, for various historical reasons, the adoption
of the aesthetic ideas and stylistic resolutions of modernism in the classical music genre was fragmentary, without a long-lasting effect on
the experience of composers, musicians, the public or critical reviewers both in the first half of the 20th century, as well as in the 1950s and
1960s. This article contemplates what the first few attempts at the modernism aesthetic direction in Latvia during the period 1900 to 1940
were, so that it can serve as a basis for comparison of related trends in other Eastern European countries. On the one hand, in this context the
stylistically conservative compositional school’s great influence, which at that time represented the famous Latvian composer Jāzeps Vītols
(1863–1948), is analysed. On the other hand the modernist ideas adopted separately (especially the artistically vivid opera Hamlet of Jānis
Kalniņš) are illuminated.
Keywords: modernism, Latvian music history, local peculiarities, common European Heritage.
Anotacija
XX a. Latvijos muzikos istorija išsiskiria tuo, kad dėl daugybės objektyvių ir subjektyvių veiksnių joje nebuvo laikotarpio, paženklinto įtaigia ir meniniu požiūriu ryškia kūryba, kuri būtų įtvirtinusi svarbiausius modernizmo estetikos principus ir ypač radikaliausias jos išraiškos
formas – avangardinę muziką. Dėl įvairių istorinių priežasčių modernizmo estetinės idėjos ir stilistiniai sprendimai vietinėje klasikinės muzikos terpėje buvo adaptuojami gan fragmentiškai, todėl neturėjo ilgalaikio poveikio ar didesnės įtakos kompozitorių, atlikėjų, klausytojų ar
kritikų mąstysenai nei XX a. pradžioje, nei 6 ar 7 dešimtmečiu. Straipsnyje analizuojama pirmieji mėginimai judėti modernizmo estetikos
kryptimi 1900–1940 m. latvių muzikoje, siekiant vėliau juos palyginti su panašiais judėjimais kitose Rytų Europos šalyse. Viena vertus, šiame
kontekste aptariama įtakinga konservatyvios stilistikos kompozicinė mokykla, kurios pradininku ir svarbiausiu atstovu laikomas žymus latvių
kompozitorius Jazepas Vytuolis (1863–1948). Antra vertus, atskirai nagrinėjami modernizmo idėjų adaptacijos pavyzdžiai latvių muzikoje
(pavyzdžiui, itin ekspresyvi Janio Kalninio opera „Hamletas“).
Reikšminiai žodžiai: modernizmas, Latvijos muzikos istorija, lokaliniai ypatumai, bendrasis Europos paveldas.

Introduction
The issue of modernism research has always had been an
intriguing and provocative. Differences between Western
and Eastern European musical culture has always led one to
ask the question of how broadly comparable processes are
seen in music investigation. The adoption of the aesthetics
of modernism and ideas, its individualization and the special
local cultural context may be key issues that can shed light on
the peculiarities of modernism in various Eastern European
countries. This article contains an overview of seperate
modernism stylistic manifestations in Latvian music in the
period from the early 20th century till World War II. At
first there will be a characterization of the cultural-historical
situation and its local peculiarities in Latvia before the

40

modernism period in Europe (between 1900 and 1940).
Then there will be an explanation of the few modernism
adoption cases by Latvian composers music in this period.
Of course, a brief comment about the terms modernism
in the context of this article should be provided. According
to the opinion of this article’s author, the modernism period
in all art of the first half of the 20th century (until WWII)
emerged primarily as a natural response to the onset of
technological progress, the democratization of society and
social as well as political controversy linked with the above
processes. modernism metaphorically reflected ideas about
technological progress. Additionally, this process took place
alongside rapid changes in the social and political formation
of society. The period of modernism and its aesthetic
guidelines in music and other arts, as well as in social-political
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movements and philosophical schools, is characterized by
the simultaneous emergence and development of several
and often rather diversified stylistic trends. For instance,
the most vivid means of highlighting the artistic aspects
of the aesthetics of modernism prove to be the trends of
impressionism (one of the starting point towards modernism),
expressionism, avant-garde, the so-called neobarbarism/
neofolklorism, new objectivity and others. All of the above
trends – both individually and altogether – point to the
most essential features of the aesthetics of modernism. The
generalization of these features makes it possible to perceive
modernism as a major notion to characterize the style of
music in the first third of the 20th century and in the time
after World War II in the 1950s and 1960s.
Overall, avant-garde (for example, the ideas of
the Second Viennese School) was the most radical
manifestation of the modernism period. However, ideas of
modernity in 20th century art and music were manifested in
tendencies and also individual style versions that stylistically
were not as radical as the avant-garde. The proposed finding
is based on the conclusions that have been expressed by
other musicologists about this issue – modernism in music
and art of the 20th century (Albright 2004; Metzer 2009;
Morgan 1984). In turn the selected angle of evaluation –
modernism as a period in the 20th century history of music
and art – serves as the foundation for the aesthetics of
modernism of different individual solution characteristics.
In addition, the ideas of modernism’s concentration and
popularity in the relatively recent past in different countries
have been connected with some local cultural traditions
and peculiarities. In addition, factors such as preparedness
of the audience, certain musical institutions in existence,
as well as, of course, a bright personality functioning, are
regarded as very important factors of Modernist aesthetic
ideas prevalence in musical culture. From these viewpoints,
looking at modernism representation and expressions in
various Eastern European countries nowadays it is possible
to find both purely musical manifestations of modernism
and also understand what it contributed or impeded.
The specific experience of Latvian music history in the
20th century is such that during the collection of objective
and subjective factors, there was not a period when there
was a sufficiently convincing and artistically vivid approach
dominated by the main points of view of the aesthetics of
modernism, particularly its radical forms of expression,
avant-garde music. In Latvia, for various historical reasons,
the adoption of the aesthetic ideas and stylistic resolutions
of modernism in the classical music genre was fragmentary,
without a long-lasting effect on the experience of composers,
musicians, the public or critical reviewers both in the first
half of the 20th century, as well as in the 1950s and 1960s.
Therefore, it is interesting to contemplate what the first few
attempts at the modernism aesthetic direction in Latvia

in the period 1900 to 1940 were, so that it can serve as
a basis for comparison of related trends in other Eastern
European countries. However, before beginning a small
characterization of the period in Latvia before European
modernism in the first half of the 20th century is required.
1. Situation in Latvian Professional Music Culture
History before the Beginning of the 20th Century
Many of those outside of Latvia who are interested in
music and culture may be surprised by the fact that even
until the 19th century the main ethnic group living in
Latvia – Latvians – for historical reasons were not full
rulers of their own land. As of the 13th century German
crusaders facilitated a swift expansion of Christianity in
the territory of Latvia. Overall, in the period between
the 13th and 16th centuries, the Latvian territory was
included in Livonia (formed by the modern territories of
Latvia and Estonia). The most important political centre
of Livonia was the city of Riga, and, overall, the nation was
ruled by German powers. In the 16th century, the nation of
Livonia ceased to exist – after the Russian-Polish war two
Latvian ethnographic regions were formed in the modern
territory of Latvia – the duchies of Kurzeme and Zemgale
(independent nations which were ruled mainly by Baltic
Germans) and the Duchy of Courland and the Pārdaugava
Duchy (the territories of Eastern Latvia and Southern
Estonia) as a province of Poland.
In 1629, after the Polish-Swedish war, the historically
Latvian ethnographic region of Vidzeme came under the
rule of Sweden, and the ethnographic region of Latgale came
under the rule of Poland. In 1721, after the Northern War
between Russia and Sweden, Vidzeme came under the rule
of Russia. In 1772, after the division of Poland among many
European former states (Austria-Hungary, Russia, Prussia),
Latgale also came under the rule of Russia. In 1795, the
Kurzeme Duchy ceased to exist as an independent nation
and it was included in the Russian empire. In the period of
Czarist Russian occupation of Latvia, lasting from the 18th
century until the beginning of the 20th century (World War
I), the territory of Latvia was artificially divided – there was
the Kurzeme province (formed by the territories of Kurzeme
and Zemgale) and the province of Vidzeme (including also
the territory of Estonia), in turn Latgale was included in
the former province of Vitebsk (nowadays in the territory
of Belarus). Only in the 20th century, after the end of
World War I, taking advantage of the historical situation
(opportunity) which had formed in Europe, did Latvians
in Latvia form their own independent nation (the Republic
of Latvia, which was formed by the four historically Latvian
regions of Kurzeme, Latgale, Vidzeme and Zemgale). The
first period of development of the nation lasted until 1940
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(in 1940 Latvia was occupied by the Soviet Union), and,
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, in 1990–1991, Latvia
was renewed as an independent state.1
According to the above information one of the local
peculiarities that distinguish Latvian national cultural
heritage from the other Eastern and Western European
countries today is that in all classical arts until the 19th
century it is not possible to clearly identify the representation
of a Latvian origin artist. Of course, in the modern sense of
music history is not exclusively some excellent composers
creative work in the past. However, this aspect cannot be
completely ignored, especially in a situation where a country’s
societal perceptions cultivate a demand for an outstanding
personality’s contribution to the creation of national cultural
heritage. And the following settings cannot be completely
excluded in principle, based only to clearly on scientific,
rational arguments. In the Latvian situation, the key word
in relation to above local specificities is the term Latvian.
In English this designation – Latvian – indicates to a
specific nationality and belonging to the state, which may
consist of a variety peoples. In turn, in the Latvian language
this designation – Latvian – refers only to the affiliation
to a specific nation. Thus, the state designation is Latvia
and in accordance with the local historical tradition, these
designations – Latvia and Latvians - are not synonyms. This
is one of the main reasons why in relation to linguistic and
its psychological perception common historical experience
in Latvia traditionally is shared between Latvians and
other nation’s actions in Latvia. According to the above
described perceptions the Baltic Germans actions in the
past cannot be seen as Latvians’ heritage in the purely ethnic
interpretation. However, after the Soviet occupation the
local or national cultural heritage research and perception
in society has been increasingly dominated by the idea of
a common national heritage, which had created different
nations in previous centuries. Several excellent Baltic German
personalities cannot be regarded as representatives of Latvian
art according to the narrow ethnic perception. However,
Baltic Germans and Russian, Hebrew, Swedish, and other
people’s representative’s activities in Latvia are considered to
be the common national cultural heritage component today.
This formula, which is increasingly starting to strengthen in
Latvian music historiography, is one of the main pillars of
analysing the issue of national values and the global context
of professional music culture history in Latvia.
It is interesting that in the previous centuries in Latvia
several famous musicians had been operating whose creative
work results are not fully understood only in the historical
context of one country’s national cultural. This is evidenced
by the following facts. At the period at the end of medieval
culture in Riga, an anonymous Gregorian chant collection
was created, which today is known as the Missale Rigense.
This is an interesting example of the universal Gregorian
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chant tradition in the local context and it is only possible
to understand this collection in the context of the Northern
European church music traditions at that time.
In the Baroque period the professional music cultural
traditions of a number of brilliant musicians, who arrived
in Latvia from Germany, are represented. In a small country,
which covered part of today’s Latvian territory – the Duchy
of Courland (Kurzeme) – a number of musicians, who were
associated with both the German and the Russian court
music culture, operated during the 17th century and 18th
century, for example, the German violinist and composer
Franz Adam Veichtner (1741–1822). He was Konzertmeister
to the Courland court at Jelgava between 1765 and 1795,
and later served at court in St.Petersburg. His output
includes three operas (among other things, they are the
first examples of the opera’s genre, which were created and
performed on Latvian territory, in the German language),
other vocal (choral) works, symphonies and violin music.
Johann Adam Hiller (1728–1804). In the Duchy of
Courland he worked for approximately one year, from
1785 to 1786. Overall, Hiller was a German composer and
conductor, regarded as the creator of the German singspiel,
a musical genre combining spoken dialogue and popular
song. Hiller learned to play several instruments and to sing
and briefly studied law while developing wide intellectual
and literary interests. After varied activities in the musical
life of Leipzig, including the production of many vocal
compositions and writings about music, he became
conductor (1781–1785) of the Gewandhaus concerts
and the town’s leading musical figure. He also started a
singing school. After an ill-fated move to a court position
in Courland, he returned to Leipzig, becoming from 1789
to 1800 the cantor of the Thomasschule, a position formerly
held by J. S. Bach. In relation to Hiller there is one historical
discovery that has been made in Latvia recently. In one of
the Latvian churches, in Liepāja, a cantata (under the title
Tā simtā dziesma / It hundredth song) score with biblical
texts in Latvian was found. In fact this is the first known
example of the classical music genre in the Latvian language.
In the Baroque period another remarkable German
composer in Latvia was Johann Valentin Meder (1649–
1719), who spent a great part of his life in Latvia (Riga). The
periods he worked in Riga were from 1685 to 1686 and from
1701 to 1719. In turn, in the second half of the 18th century,
the well known keyboard (harpsichord, piano and organ)
virtuoso Johann Gottfried Müthel (1728–1788) worked
in Riga. His period of working in Riga was from 1753 to
1788. An interesting fact in the biography of Müthel is that
in 1750, in the last year of Bach’s life, Müthel spent some
months supplementing his knowledge of composition with
the distinguished German Baroque and classical composer.
Still, neither of these well-known composers, nor did
composers, musicians, artists, and philosophers of many
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other nations, developed any links with the Latvians living
in Latvia at that time. The exceptions were a few German
ministers, who, in the 17th century, worked in the field of
Latvian folklore material collection and summarization, in
that way introducing the material to the foreign society that
occupied the territory of Latvia (though the interest in this
from the foreign society was minimal). It is interesting that
in the second half of the 18th century in Latvia, one of the
most well known European philosophers Johann Gottfried
von Herder (1744–1803) worked in Riga (from 1764 to
1769). Living in Riga, Herder actively expressed the ideas
of the philosophical ideas characteristic of the period of the
Enlightenment, as well as showing an interest in Latvian
traditional culture. The 1788 and 1789 Herder publication
Volkslieder nebst untermischten anderen Stücken (its second
revision was published in 1807 with the title Stimmen der
Völker in Liedern) also included Latvian folk songs. Still,
even in this period (the second half of the 18th century
in Latvia), Herder was a rare exception, since the great
majority of foreigners in Latvia did not show any interest in
Latvians as a people or their ancient and ethnographically
developed traditions.
The situation, in terms of historical influences, only
changed in the middle of the 19th century, when Latvians
were able to become involved with the realization and
understanding of their national identity. In the period
leading to the middle of the 19th century (from the
beginning of the 19th century until 1861), serfdom was
gradually abolished in the territory of Latvia, which allowed
Latvians some moderate freedom, including the ability to
move to cities which had been conquered by foreigners in
the previous centuries, and to form large Latvian speaking
cultural communities in those cities.
Similar to other nations with many ethnic groups in
Europe in the 19th century, in Latvia, as a territory ruled
by Czarist Russia, in the second half of the 19th century
(the second third) there was a period of national awakening
in the main ethnic group – Latvians. The first period of
national awakening lasted from the 1860s to the 1880s,
and was involved with the formation of the movement of
New Latvians. In Latvia, it must be noted that this process
continued to take place until 1918 in three historically
ethnographic regions of Latvia – Kurzeme, Vidzeme and
Zemgale. In the region of Latgale this could not happen,
since as of the end of the 18th century, the region of
Latgale was artificially included in the Russian and Polish
cultural space. In that environment, the Latvian language
and traditional Latvian culture could only exist in families,
with a few exceptions, such as, the use of Latvian in Latgale
was allowed in church rituals in the historically dominant
Catholic Church of this region. The aims of the New Latvians
were to achieve Latvia as an independent national union or
the acceptance of the people and to broaden the rights of

Latvians in all of the ruling institutions in the historically
ethnographic regions of Latvia – Kurzeme, Vidzeme and
Zemgale. Altogether, the New Latvians were not oriented
towards the consequential demands of democracy, but to a
road of evolution, a slow liberalization process.
In the 1880s and 1890s and at the beginning of the 20th
century (until World War I), Latvia saw the end of the first
period of National Awakening. Representatives of Latvian
society had, in the previous decades, been differentiated into
different social groups (rich and poor, entrepreneurs and
workers, and so on). The diminishment of the New Latvians
movement was accelerated by their representatives’ inability
to hold off the realization of the Russification of Latvia in
politics by the administration of the Czarist Russian Empire
(in practice that meant that all public institutions could
only use Russian, and, in certain situations, German). At the
same time, a need for new socio-political ideas developed
in Latvia’s Latvian society. In Latvian society, these ideas
were offered by the formation of the Social Democratic
movement (the culmination of this movement was the
1905–1907 socialist revolution in Czarist Russia), as well as
the development of notable political ideas of conservatism.
As of the middle of the 19th century, Latvians in Latvia
began to form a civic society model, adapting concepts
which ruled in the existing Baltic German society and the
ruling Czarist Russia. This meant that there would be a quick
acquisition of cultural experience, including in the field of
classical music. It must be noted that interest from the foreign
society (mainly Germans) of Latvian attempts to represent
themselves in the art of the classical genre were minimal, and
collaboration between communities of foreigners and Latvians
was not widespread. At the same time there are clear grounds
to argue that the Latvian community had a non-visible impact
on Baltic Germans. For instance, in Latvia of 19th century,
several private music education institutions of Baltic Germans
existed: Das Erste Musikinstitut in Riga (1864, based on the
model of the Dresden Conservatory), Kaiser Musikverein Riga
Abteilung (1873), Schule der Tonkunst (1877), Riga Musik
Schule (1885). Overall, in the second half of 19th century and
the early 20th century many Latvian musicians received their
professional music education foundations in these institutions.
In turn, each of these institutions represented a variety of
traditions in music education which existed in Germany and
Russia at that time. It was an invisible historical process, mainly
because in the 19th century and early 20th century relations
between Latvians and Baltic Germans were very complicated.
However, even in this supposedly invisible process research
can uncover many aspects that reflect professional music
traditions of Latvian culture, both nationally and on a global
perception of context.
Choir singing and choir music gained the earliest and
most widespread popularity in Latvian society in the 19th
century and at the beginning of the 20th century. This
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related to the previously implemented education system
by the Baltic Germans with the Protestant (Evangelical
Lutheran) church congregations. As of the 16th century,
these schools dominated the ethnographically Latvian
regions in Vidzeme and Kurzeme. In these schools, based
on the German model, the education of the peasants
included a significant amount of singing in groups. With
the beginning of the First National Awakening, the first
professionally educated Latvian musicians (among whom
the majority were teachers) took over the singing celebration
(sängerfest) idea of the Baltic Germans and founded a new,
unique local tradition – the All Latvian Song Festivals. As of
1873, until even today, they are a regular occurrence (today
they occur every five years) and are organized in Latvia
as a national (regional) celebration of the uniqueness of
cultural traditions. Today they are a celebration with more
than 10,000 singers in a combined festival choir, who sing
a cappella choir songs in a classical tradition in Latvian2.
The fact that the Song Festival became one of the most
important forms of the manifestation of national identity in
Latvia’s Latvian society, even until World War I in 1914, also
explains the broad representation of choir music (a cappella
choir songs) in the musical creative work of professional
Latvian composers in the second half of the 19th century and
at the beginning of the 20th century. Even though a precise
calculation has not yet been made, there are compelling
reasons to believe that choir music works were at least 90%
of all the works composed in the classical music genre by the
first generation of Latvian composers (as of the middle of the
19th century). These were followed by vocal and instrumental
chamber music works and approximately only one percent
(if not less) were symphonic and vocal symphonic music. In
the opera genre, until the beginning of the 1920s, Latvian
composers had not yet even represented themselves.
In this period of time (until the end of World War
I in Europe), at their foundation, the choir music of
Latvian composers (mainly choir song miniatures), the
majority of which had texts in Latvian written by the first
generation of Latvian poets, were based on individual
versions of characteristic 19th century classical-romantic
music language and style elements taken from German
and Russian composers. A similar trend also dominated
the vocal and instrumental chamber music sphere, as well
as symphonic music. For instance, historically the first
symphonic work by a Latvian composer in Latvia was
the 1880 opus Simfoniskais allegro (Symphonic Allegro),
composed by Andrejs Jurjāns (1856–1922), which was the
first movement of the unfinished Symphony No. 1. The fact
that as of the last third of the 20th century, the symphonic
music genre in Latvia, as well as in Latvian society, was
always perceptible as, in its own way, a mirror which vividly
reflects the current style tendencies in Latvian music
culture at that particular point in time, is also confirmed
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by, for example, by Jāzeps Vītols (1863–1948), who laid
the foundations for the Latvian classical music genre, who,
with pathos, said the following in the Latvian press in 1912:
The level of musical significance for each nation can be
measured in their scores. So long as we do not speak outwardly
with the voices of flutes and trombones, then we shall remain
little noticed in the rich symphonic concert of the world.
(Klotiņš 2005: 4)

The fact that there were few works of symphonic music in
the creative work of Latvian composers can also be explained
by extra-musical problems. Until the founding of the Latvian
nation in 1918, Latvian society had very limited economic
and financial resources (those were mainly ruled by the Baltic
German society and administration of Russian empire), and so
there was no opportunity to form an independent symphony
orchestra or institution of opera. The lack of a symphony
orchestra institution did not encourage composers to write
music for symphony orchestra and opera. Additionally,
considering the situation that in the second half of the 19th
century and at the beginning of the 20th century, the Latvian
public in Latvia was without a similar cultural-historical
experience, such as in the nations of Europe with a longer
history of cultural traditions (such as Germany, France, Italy,
and others), so the public’s ability to adequately understand
symphonic music objectively could be based on the somewhat
easier to understand 19th century style of romanticism. It
is interesting to note, that also the former Baltic Germans
communities cultural space, which were widely represented
in Latvia at the end of 19th century and beginning of the
20th century, musical life in the area did not offer any other
(modernistic) trends. In this context, there is an interesting
case of the well-known composer-modernist Eduard Erdmann
(1896–1958), who was a Baltic of German descent.
Erdmann was born in Cēsis (Wenden) in the former
province of the Russian Empire (nowadays a town in
Latvia). His first musical studies were in Riga (the precise
music institution of Baltic Germans is unknown), where his
teachers were Bror Möllersten and Jean du Chastain (piano)
and Harald Creutzburg (harmony and counterpoint). In
1914 Erdmann went live in to Berlin. From 1914 he studied
piano in Berlin with Conrad Ansorge and composition
with Heinz Tiessen. In the 1920s and early 1930s his name
was frequently cited among Germany’s leading composers.
Moreover, Erdmann had an international reputation as an
outstanding concert pianist whose repertoire encompassed
Beethoven and the advocacy of contemporary music.
However, Erdman creative activity is essentially linked to
German music culture, although the composer all his life
tried to keep in touch with the land where he was born.3
Thus, the above conditions today explain why from the
early 20th century until the First World War, the aesthetics
of modernism in Latvian musical life was represented in a
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highly fragmented and small way. Of course, some Latvian
composers of this period reflected the modernity of certain
aspects of the expression of the late romanticism style
context. One of those rare examples before the First World
War was the Latvian composer Janis Zālītis (1884–1943)
in his solo songs of the Style Modern. Also Jāzeps Vītols
(1863–1948) in some his solo songs, which were created in
the first two decades of the 20th century, in fact approached
the aesthetics of expressionism.
It is interesting that in Latvian literature, poetry and
forms of visual art from the middle of the 19th century until
World War I, in terms of stylistic development, the situation
was different – it was focused more on the study and creative
transformation of varied current new tendencies in that
period (for instance, symbolism, impressionism, imaginism,
expressionism etc.). 4 In the first period of Latvian
independence (1918–1940), this situation survived – the
aesthetic and stylistic of romanticism, inherited from the
experience of the 19th century, continued to dominate the
classical genre music written by Latvian composers, while
in other forms of classical art, one could see a larger variety
of aesthetic ideas and stylistic resolutions. In this period,
which mainly involved personalities and to a great degree
one specific personality, who dictated the tone in the field
of musical creative work in the time between the two World
Wars in the 20th century in Latvia.
2. Separate Twinkle of Modernity between the Two
World Wars
An important, and, in certain aspects, conclusive role
in the romantic aesthetics and the initial development of
the stylistics in the field of music creation was also the
close involvement of the Latvian classical music genre
composer Jāzeps Vītols (1863–1948) with the definite,
and, considering the background of their era, the overall
conservative romantic traditions of the second half of the
19th century, which were broadly spread throughout many
nations in Europe. It was, for a long time, also dominated
by, for example, the St. Petersburg Conservatory, founded
and, for many years, directed by the Russian composer and
music theoretician Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844–1908),
in whose atmosphere Vītols gradually became a noteworthy
composer and music teacher (professor from 1901). Upon
Vītols’ return to the land of his birth in 1918, he founded (in
1919) and, for many years, was the director of the Latvian
Conservatory (today Jāzeps Vītols Latvian Academy of
Music), as well as its composition class, it was only natural
to realize those concepts, which, until that point, had been
assuredly tested in theory as well as in practice.5
Incidently, Vītols was a professor of composition
and theory of composition not only for Latvians, but

also for other composers in modern European countries
in both St. Petersburg and Riga. He was a teacher of
many Estonian, Lithuanian, Polish, German and foreign
composers and music theorists. Among them, for example,
the Estoninan composer Juhan Aavik (1882–1982), the
Lithuanian composers Vladas Jakubėnas (1904–1976)
and Stasys Vainiūnas (1909–1982), the Russian composers
Nikolay Myaskovsky (1880–1950) and Sergei Prokofiev
(1891–1953), the composer and famous theorist Sarkis
Barhudarian (1887–1973), who was of Armenian descent
and also related with Georgian musical culture, the
outstanding American (born in the former Russian Empire,
Kharkiv) music theorist Joseph Schillinger (1895–1943)
and many others.
It is interesting to note that the situation in Latvia
formed in a different way than in the other two Baltic
countries, Lithuania and Estonia. Before World War
II, the Lithuanian and Estonian composers’ interest in
modernism was greater. Latvian musicologist Arnolds
Klotinš commented on this situation in such a way:
World War I and the founding of the Latvian nation-state
in 1918 turned out to be somewhat of a milepost in the
development of national music. Up until then, timeless works
had been created in all of the main musical genres, and, if
that is seen as an indicator for the establishment of a national
musical school, then that had already taken place, prior to the
founding of the nation itself. Latvian music began to hold an
equal footing in exchange with and in competition against
other cultures. It cannot be said that this was as intense during
the period between the world wars. The concert life of Riga
was not far behind that of other major metropolises, but in
the realm of new music composition there was an attitude
of self-preservation and avoidance of foreign influences, and
engagement in the latest world trends was not as vital in music
as it was in other arts. So, for example, Latvia never joined the
International Society for Contemporary Music, which was
founded after WWI and organized major new music festivals
in the 1920s, representing its member countries. Therefore
the contact of Latvian composers with foreign countries was
episodic. (Klotiņš, 2004)

Thus, the dominant traditions of musical life and
leading academic school in composition before World
War II were very important factors that determined
the fragmented representation of modernism ideas in
Latvia. Almost no Latvian composer during this period
received their education abroad and engaged in the radical
Modernist tendencies popularization in Latvian music life.
These circumstances indicate to the main differences of
modernism aesthetic ideas representation in Latvia, if we
compare the music life and music creation process in Latvian
and Western Europe. However, even in these circumstances,
some Latvian composers showed a regular interest in a
variety of modernist aesthetics and style aspects.
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Separate echoes of the aesthetics of modernism and
its varied stylistic characteristics fragmentarily expressed
themselves in separate works of the diverse genres of Latvian
composers of this period – for example the piano music of
Lūcija Garūta (1902–1977), Arvīds Žilinskis (1905–1993)
and Volfgangs Dārziņš (1906–1962), the operas of Jānis
Kalniņš (1904–2000) and also the composer Victor
Babin’s (1908–1972) creative work in Latvia at this time.
Babin was born in Moscow. He graduated from the Riga
Conservatory, Jāzeps Vītols composition class in 1928 with
the first performance of Concerto for piano, which, as shown
by his contemporaries’ memory and critics in press, reflect
dodecaphonic principles. Unfortunately, this Concert score
has not survived in Latvia. After graduation from the Latvian
Conservatory Babin studied composition with Franz Schreker
(1878–1934) and piano with Arthur Schnabel (1882–1951)
in the Berlin Hochschule für Musik. He immigrated to the
United States in 1937 and lived in that country until his
death in 1961. Such Latvian musical examples of the period
between the two world wars did not have much, but each
of them highlighted the unique process, which gradually
reflected the modernist aesthetics and a variety of style trends
adoption in the music of academic genres.
However, these echoes contain only separate methods of
musical expression (for example, harmonies, textures, form
creation), as opposed to the confirmation of a conceptual
turn towards those tendencies of modernism, which, in
the period up until even World War II, quickly developed
in the other nations of Europe, such as France, Italy, Russia
and Germany.
Latvian conditions produced some of the most radical
modernist aesthetics yet unfortunately nowadays they are
considered as lost from both researchers and musicians. A
typical example is the creative work of the Latvian composer
Jānis Kalniņš (1904, Pärnu, Estonia – 2000, Fredericton,
New Brunswick, Canada; in 2001 the composer was
reburied in Riga). Jānis Kalniņš is the son of the famous
Latvian composer Alfrēds Kalniņš (1879–1951), who is
the author of the first classical opera in Latvian (Baņuta,
1919/1920). After the Second World War (at a time when
Latvia was occupied by the Soviet Union) Jānis Kalniņš
represented the Latvian community in exile.6
In his music of the 1920s and 1930s Kalniņš gradually
moved away from the essentially romantic style of the
Latvian classics. Generally, the composer pioneered a
fundamentally new direction in Latvian music – towards
New Objecitivity, towards pictorial representation and subtle
description. Overall, he generally avoided romanticism
in developing his style, leaning more towards classical
objectivity and unadorned structural simplicity.
A significant fact in the Kalniņš biography is his studies
at the Latvian Conservatory with Jāzeps Vītols and that he
did not finish their studies. Already in mid-twenties Kalniņš
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broke out with a new generation of Latvian composers who
showed a lot of interest in the modernism aesthetic and
stylistics. Shortly before the end of his studies Kalniņš left
the Conservatory because he refused to comply with Jāzeps
Vītols task in one of the exam objectives to follow the classical
compositional laws. Later, however, the relationship between
the two composers did not become hostile. However, in his
creative work Kalniņš always stressed that he had distanced
it from Jāzeps Vītols’ aesthetic standpoint about composition
studies. This case well illustrates the situation in the 1920s
and 1930s in Latvia on the question of modernism’s entry in
local music culture. Jāzeps Vītols authority over musical life
was unquestionable. And only a few of the new generation of
composers decided to openly speak out against the prevailing
national romanticism aesthetics in Latvian music culture at
that time. Not, however, ignore the fact that this situation
was largely reflected by well-known audience conservatism
and the fact that the in the new Latvian state different strong
musical institutions did not exist, which could represent a
variety of tendencies in musical life.
After his unfinished studies at the Conservatory Kalniņš
was active as a composer and conductor. A new, more
modernistic aesthetics-oriented style in Kalniņš music
was represented at the beginning in instrumental and
vocal chamber music, and in choral music. The new style
tendencies were already more active and stylistically visibly
in the music Kalniņš represented in the thirties. During
this time he created some symphonic works and three
operas. Kalniņš brightly implemented a classical tradition
and modernity synthesis before World War II in the opera
genre. Of course, Kalniņš’ opera’s does not represent so
radical an expression of modernity, such as Schoenberg’s
expressionistic musical theatre or Hindemith’s German
New Objectivity (Neue Sachlichkeit) style. In assessing the
situation at that time in music life, the audience in Latvian
Riga, most likely, was not yet ready for such challenges.
Therefore, the classical tradition and modernity synthesis in
the Kalniņš operas can be seen as conditional compromise.
Generally Kalniņš’ music does not represent radical and
new compositions techniques creation and use. Basically
it is a tonal music language and expression. However, with
artistically brightly-included expressionism aesthetics and
German New Objectivity style elements that create a view
of original adapted modernism manifestation. In this
perspective the Kalniņš’ operas, especially the opera Hamlet
with its internationally well-known story is a good example
of how to compare the various manifestations of modernism
in Eastern European countries during this period.
The composer began work on his opera Hamlet in 1934,
but most of the work was done in 1935. The premiere was
staged on 17th February 1936, at the Latvian National Opera
with the composer himself conducting. It is interesting to
note that prior his opera’s creation Kalniņš as a conductor
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and composer took part in the staging of Shakespeare’s
tragedy’ Hamlet at the Latvian National Theatre in 1932 (it
was staged by the famous Russian origin director Mikhail
Chekhov, 1891, St. Petersburg–1955, Bevelry Hills, USA).
The composer had been a conductor in the theatre for
several years and this experience was largely focused on
the opera’s genre later. In addition, work experience in
the dramatic theatre had developed a special theatrically
expression in Kalniņš’ music. The successful staging of
Shakespeare’s tragedy at the Latvian National Theatre
stimulated the composer to focus on composing opera.
Overall, the composer acted very bravely. He
independently developed the libretto for the opera. In
practice, this meant that in order to be able to actually
implement the idea, more than half of the text of Shakespeare
tragedy was shortened. Several of the tragedy’s second plane
characters in the libretto disappeared. In addition, the
composer supplemented Shakespeare’s text with his text
in several places. Furthermore, it should be noted that the
composer worked with a Shakespearean text which had been
translated into Latvian. It should be remembered that in the
1920s and 1930s, in opera houses the tendency to perform
operas in local languages dominated. This fact also explains
why Kalniņš’ opera Hamlet was created and staged in Latvian.
Overall Kalnins opera consists of three acts. The opera’s
a musical composition is quite eclectic in the different

Example 1. Kalniņš, Hamlet, Introduction

principles used. The opera partially uses the leitmotif
principle, which is adopted from Wagner’s operas. The four
arias are devoted to the main characters – Hamlet, Ophelia,
King Claudius, Queen Gertrude –, which reflects the late
romanticism and verism style. At the same time the opera
represents music, which reflects the particular importance
of the rhythm and exacerbated dissonance and harshness.
In connection with the latter aspect of the opera’s music
is akin to expressionism and the German New Objectivity
style. Interestingly, all the specified characteristic stylistic
features of the music concentrated form are represented in
the opera’s short introduction music7.
As already stated above, the opera’s main characters’
musical characterizations provide extended arias. Particular
interest may lead to Hamlet’s famous aria with the
Shakespeare monologue To be, or not to be text. From the
viewpoint of the text this aria vividly reflects how much
Shakespearean monologue text there was.
This is the full text of the Shakespeare’s play:
To be, or not to be: that is the question:
Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them? To die: to sleep;
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to, ‘tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish’d. To die, to sleep;
To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub;
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
Must give us pause: there’s the respect
That makes calamity of so long life;
For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,
The oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely,
The pangs of despised love, the law’s delay,
The insolence of office and the spurns
That patient merit of the unworthy takes,
When he himself might his quietus make
With a bare bodkin? who would fardels bear,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,
But that the dread of something after death,
The undiscover’d country from whose bourn
No traveller returns, puzzles the will
And makes us rather bear those ills we have
Than fly to others that we know not of ?
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all;
And thus the native hue of resolution
Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought,
And enterprises of great pith and moment
With this regard their currents turn awry,
And lose the name of action. – Soft you now!
The fair Ophelia! Nymph, in thy orisons
Be all my sins remember’d 8
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Now you can see how much the composer left of this
monologue in his opera from the original text (compared
with its translation into Latvian):9
To be, or not to be: that is the question
Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them?
To die: to sleep;
perchance to dream:
ay, there’s the rub;
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
Must give us pause.
For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,
The oppressor‘s wrong, who would fardels bear,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,
But that the dread of something after death,
puzzles the will.

Būt vai nebūt: tāds ir jautājums
Kas prāta cienīgāk –
Vai padevībā ciest triecienus un liktens šautras,
Vai bruņotiem stāt pretī moku jūrai
un uzveikt tās?
Nomirt... Aizmigt...
Aizmigt un miegā varbūt sapņot
Jā, te šķērslis, aizmigt ... sapņot ... ne vairāk.
Jo sapņi tie kas nākt var nāves miegā,
Kad mirstīgie šie nokratīti režģi,
Liek vilcināties mums un pārciest dzīves mokas,
Kurš ciestu laika sitienus, varmāku spaidus,
kurš locītos zem nastām, kurš svīstu dzīves jūgā,
kad vēsais asmens mieru nes.
Ja tikai bailes no kaut kā pēc nāves
mulst liek mūsu gribai.

This example is a good illustration of how much the
Shakespeare text was shortened in this opera. The reason
was obvious – the opera genre make it impossible to use
such long texts as in Shakespeare’s tragedy. Therefore,
in this respect, the composer was very brave, when he

transformed the classical piece. In turn the musical event
in the aria reflects late romanticism and verismo style
characteristic expressiveness and emotional pathos (in the
examples there are excerpts from beginning and from the
culmination zone).

Example 2. J. Kalniņš, Hamlet, Aria To be or no to be

Example 3. Kalniņš, Hamlet, Aria To be or no to be (culmination
zone)
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Unlike the arias, others scenes in the opera reflect
accentuated rhythm elements and dissonance, different
combinations of instrumentation and a special musical
theatricality. Significant examples are the two scenes of the
opera in the second act. A scene titled The Dance reflects the
situation of the royal court ball in Shakespeare’s tragedy, a
short time before Hamlet is to unmask King Claudius. From
the Shakespearean tragedy’s text the composer left only a few
phrases. The primary means of expression is the music, and the
composer created a music that echoes with 1920s and 1930s
popular dance rhythms and structural motives, for example,
some allusions of the Charleston. This approach confers for
music stylistics a special sharpness and brightness. It should be
noted that such an approach – in academic music to use the
popular music style elements – is one of the manifestations
of modernity in musical theatre of the 1920s and 1930s and
Kalniņš clearly perceived this trend and reflected it in his opera.
Overall, in the 1920s and 1930s in Latvia musical
modernism was understood as an alternative to the
prevailing romantic style tradition. Kalniņš opera Hamlet
was one of the few examples of modernity, which was also
widely acclaimed by the audience. One of the composer’s
contemporaries, Latvian exile (after WWII) composer and
critic Arnolds Šturms (1912, Dobele, Latvia – 1999, New
York, USA) characterized this situation as follows: “For a
conservative Latvian audience Kalniņš opera represents

Example 4. Kalniņš, Hamlet, The Dance

49

Lietuvos muzikologija, t. 16, 2015

a new, previously unheard musical style. At that time the
traditional 19th century romanticism ruled, which was
cultivated in the Conservatory. Jānis Kalniņš was the first
Latvian composer who looked for new musical forms of
expression and deviated from romanticism. The opera
Hamlet reflected at that time the well-known German music
New Objectivity tendency” (Kalns 2004: 46).
Of course, Kalniņš’ opera Hamlet also reflects the
stylistic dualism, which was characteristic in Latvia before
WWII. This duality reflected the increasing importance
of modernism in the perception of Latvian musicians and
the audience. Unfortunately, World War II interrupted this
modernism aesthetic representation process in the Latvian
musical culture. In the aftermath of World War II, when
Latvia was occupied (by the Soviet Union), modernism was
an officially banned notion in art for a long time. Therefore,
in this place, it is appropriate to make some conclusions.

Jānis KUDIŅŠ

a situation in which modernism in the Latvian professional
music life at the time between the two world wars was
represented in a very fragmentary way. This possible factor –
the influence of different personalities and other processes
in music life and public perception – can continue to serve
as a reference point for the comparison of modernist ideas
and musical expression in different European countries. At
the same time the Latvian historical experience also shows
that even a small, marginal representation of modernism
in creative practice gave rise to some musical works that
are artistically interesting and important in the common
heritage of European modernism research nowadays.
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Santrauka
Modernizmo tyrimų problematika visada buvo intriguojanti ir provokuojanti. Vakarų ir Rytų Europos muzikinių
kultūrų skirtumai neišvengiamai kelia klausimą, kiek plačiai
į lyginamus procesus gali būti žvelgiama muzikos tyrinėjimuose. Modernizmo estetikos ir idėjų adaptacija, individualūs taikymo atvejai, vietinės kultūros konteksto ypatumai
gali būti tos temos, kurios padėtų atskleisti savitas modernizmo apraiškas įvairiose Rytų Europos šalyse. Straipsnyje
apžvelgiamos pavienės modernių stilių apraiškos Latvijos
muzikoje nuo XX a. pradžios iki Antrojo pasaulinio karo.
Iš pradžių aptariamas bendras to meto kultūrinis-istorinis
kontekstas ir Latvijos vietinės situacijos ypatumai prieš
modernizmui įsigalint Europoje (1900–1940).
Straipsnio autoriaus nuomone, modernizmas XX a.
pradžios mene (iki Antrojo pasaulinio karo) kilo pirmiausia
kaip atsakas į technologijų pažangą, visuomenės demokratėjimo procesus ir stiprėjančius socialinius ir politinius nesutarimus. Modernizmas metaforiškai reflektavo idėjas, susijusias
su technologijų pažanga. Negana to, progresas ėjo koja kojon
su sparčiai besikeičiančiu socialiniu ir politiniu visuomenės
gyvenimu. Modernizmo epochą ir jos estetines gaires muzikoje ir kituose menuose, taip pat socialiniuose-politiniuose

judėjimuose bei filosofijos mokyklose apibūdina vienalaikis
kelių labai skirtingų stilistikos krypčių iškilimas ir tolimesnė
raida. Modernizmo estetikos meniniai aspektai ryškiausiai
atsiskleidė tokių krypčių kūryboje kaip impresionizmas
(priskirtinas modernizmo ištakoms), ekspresionizmas,
avangardas, vadinamasis neobarbarizmas ar neofolklorizmas,
naujasis daiktiškumas ir pan. Išvardytų krypčių – kiekvienos
atskirai ir visų kartu – pagrindu formavosi svarbiausi modernizmo estetikos bruožai. Šių bruožų suma sudaro prielaidas
suvokti modernizmą kaip bendriausią sąvoką, apibūdinančią
vyraujantį muzikos stilių XX a. pirmais dešimtmečiais ir po
Antrojo pasaulinio karo 6 ir 7 dešimtmečiu. Radikaliausia
modernizmo apraiška tapo avangardas (besiremiantis
Naujosios Vienos mokyklos idėjomis). Tačiau modernumo
idėjos XX a. mene ir muzikoje pirmiausia pasireiškė tomis
tendencijomis ir individualiais stiliais, kurie stilistiškai
buvo ne tokie radikalūs nei avangardas. Ši įžvalga remiasi
kitų muzikologų, tyrinėjančių šią temą, t. y. modernizmą
XX a. muzikoje ir mene, padarytomis išvadomis (Albright,
2004; Metzer, 2009; Morgan, 1984). Taigi modernizmas
kaip laikotarpis XX a. muzikos ir meno istorijoje tampa
pagrindu analizuojant įvairių individualių modernizmo
atvejų estetikos ypatybes.
Modernizmo idėjų paplitimas ir populiarumas įvairiose
šalyse dar visai neseniai buvo siejamas su vietinėmis kultūros
tradicijomis ir jų ypatumais. Be to, modernizmo estetinių
idėjų sklaida tam tikroje kultūrinėje terpėje priklausė nuo
tokių veiksnių kaip publikos pasirengimas, tam tikrų institucijų steigimasis ir gyvavimas, taip pat stiprių asmenybių
veikla. Atsižvelgiant į šiuos veiksnius ir ieškant modernizmo
reprezentacijų bei raiškos formų įvairiose Rytų Europos šalyse, šiandien galima aptikti grynų muzikinių modernizmo
apraiškų ir drauge suprasti, kokias naujoves jis atnešė arba
kam jis kliudė toliau plėtotis.
XX a. Latvijos muzikos istorija ypatinga tuo, kad dėl
daugybės objektyvių ir subjektyvių veiksnių joje nebuvo laikotarpio, paženklinto įtaigia ir meniniu požiūriu ryškia kūryba,
kuri būtų įtvirtinusi svarbiausius modernizmo estetikos principus ir ypač radikaliausias jos išraiškos formas – avangardinę
muziką. Dėl įvairių istorinių priežasčių modernizmo estetinės
idėjos ir stilistiniai sprendimai vietinėje klasikinės muzikos
terpėje buvo adaptuojami gan fragmentiškai, todėl neturėjo
ilgalaikio poveikio ar didesnės įtakos kompozitorių, atlikėjų,
klausytojų ar kritikų mąstysenai nei XX a. pradžioje, nei 6 ar
7 dešimtmečiu. Straipsnyje analizuojama pirmieji mėginimai
judėti modernizmo estetikos kryptimi 1900–1940 m. latvių
muzikoje, siekiant vėliau juos palyginti su panašiais judėjimais
kitose Rytų Europos šalyse. Viena vertus, šiame kontekste
aptariama įtakinga konservatyvios stilistikos kompozicinė
mokykla, kurios pradininku ir svarbiausiu atstovu laikomas
žymus latvių kompozitorius Jazepas Vytuolis (1863–1948).
Antra vertus, atskirai nagrinėjami modernizmo idėjų adaptacijos pavyzdžiai latvių muzikoje (pavyzdžiui, itin ekspresyvi
Janio Kalninio opera „Hamletas“).
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