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The Sculptor, an exhibition of Lea Dāvidova-Medene works, is presented in the LNMA’s cycle The Generation in the right wing of the 2nd floor of the main building of the Latvian National Museum of Art in Riga (Jaņa Rozentāla laukums 1) from 30 September 2022 to 5 February 2023.
The exhibition focuses on one of the strongest personalities in Latvian sculpture of the second half of the 20th century and an unsurpassed advancer of the genre of portrait in Latvian art – Lea Dāvidova-Medene (1921–1986).

Lea Dāvidova-Medene was born in the independent Republic of Latvia, in Sātiņi Parish, Kuldīga District, but acquired her academic education in Soviet Latvia – in 1949 she graduated from the Department of Sculpture of the State Art Academy of the Latvian SSR with diploma work The Runner, which was supervised by Teodors Zaļkalns. The artist’s first independent works conformed to the principles of socialist realism which had been established with methodical rigour and fortified already at the academy. In 1951, Dāvidova-Medene began to take part in exhibitions, completed first commissions which represent the tenets of the time: art was an ideological tool, realist in form and socialist in content. In 1956 the sculptor was admitted to the Artists’ Union of the LSSR and elected to its council.
However already in the second half of the 1950s, alongside Khrushchev’s Thaw which brought greater freedom to art, Lea Dāvidova-Medene developed an individual style and announced herself in exhibitions as a talented portraitist. Her admirable productivity, academic education acquired from such classics of Latvian sculpture as Teodors Zaļkalns and Emīls Melderis as well as the decision to take up portraiture, which was popular in Soviet art and considered to be one of the hierarchically highest genres, allowed Dāvidova-Medene to fully realise herself professionally.
Of great importance to the development of the sculptor’s work as well as artistic life in Riga was the Artists’ House, built in 1960 near the Daugava river, in Komjaunatnes krastmala (today – 11. novembra krastmala). On the ground floor of the building there were studios intended for sculptors, in which Lea Dāvidova-Medene and other masters worked from 1962 onwards. The 1960s also were the heyday of stone sculpture – besides portraits cast in bronze, the artist, like her contemporaries, turned to carving granite and marble. Both the tradition of stone sculpture and the principles of the harsh style of the 1960s were characterised by a tendency towards generalisation and heroism. For sculptors, it meant taking interest in the use of plastic-constructive elements which helped achieve generalisation of the image through formal means.
In subsequent years Medene’s art retained its realistic character, yet there was development in the portraits’ tectonic clarity, formal approximation, courageous stylisation and conscious exaggerations – lengthened necks, sharp turns of the face, tense expressions, hyperbolised focus on separate facial features and at the same time – rejection of tiny details. “An artist ought to be strong enough to be simple. Everything that complicates perception is to the detriment of the work. It is a blot floating on the surface – in water, in life, in art. As Zaļkalns used to say – an artist ought to reach deeper,” the sculptor has said about her method of work.
Carefully selected sitters were invited for in-person sessions in the master’s studio – in contemporaries, colleagues, like-minded individuals and, inevitably, heroes of socialist labour Lea Dāvidova-Medene looked for untypical and strong characters. Hence the exhibition is conceived as a selection which gives an overview of all stages of artist’s career, revealing the models of her portraits as kindred spirits significant to the author – starting from the early portrait Fisherwoman from Rucava (1958), whose prototype is Anna Baltais, sister of the Lea’s mother, continuing with her first work carved in hard material – black granite, which brought the young sculptor critical acclaim – the portrait of prominent Latvian graphic artist Pēteris Upītis (1960), and moving on to depictions of close contemporaries-artists, representatives of the performing arts and other outstanding works from the collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art.
During her lifetime Lea Dāvidova-Medene earned critical and official recognition: in 1965 she received the Latvian SSR State Prize, in 1966 – the honorary title of Honoured Art Worker of the Latvian SSR. Several works were always simultaneously in process in Dāvidova-Medene’s studio, she actively took part in exhibitions, held many personal exhibitions. In public life – interviews, discussions, congresses of the Artists’ Union – the sculptor’s voice was convincing, often sharp and it had weight. In 1985, a monument to Krišjānis Barons by Lea Dāvidova-Medene was unveiled in Vērmanes dārzs. The artist’s portraits of important personalities in the field of culture can be seen not only in Riga, but also elsewhere in Latvia – including Madona, Skrīveri, Tadenava.
A little over one hundred years have passed since the birth of sculptor Lea Dāvidova-Medene, yet opportunities to see Latvian art of the second half of the 20th century in the museum’s exhibitions are very limited, therefore it is logical that the master’s name is mostly known only among art experts.
Lea Dāvidova-Medene’s life encompassed a complicated period in Latvian art, and she also had to deal with compromises related to socialist ideology and its manifestations in art and everyday life. Though looking at the artist’s creative legacy from today’s perspective, it is clear that it exceeds the label of ‘Soviet art’. Here is art created by a professional sculptor and a strong personality which is capable of both telling about its time and, through its vitality, of surprising and emotionally addressing contemporary viewers.
To get closer to the personality of Lea Dāvidova-Medene and her contemporaries, the exhibition is accompanied by documentary materials from the artist’s family archive and the Latvian State Archive of Audiovisual Documents (National Archives of Latvia).

Text by Arta Vārpa
About the exhibition cycle The Generation
Each generation belongs to an era. The Latvian National Museum of Art’s (LNMA) exhibition cycle The Generation began in 2016, focusing on art of the second half of the 20th century. The cycle’s programme is realised in the 4th Floor Exhibition Halls and since 2021 also in the right wing exposition halls on the 2nd floor of the main building of LNMA. The exhibitions devoted to many important figures in Latvian art have been held, such as Boriss Bērziņš, Felicita Pauļuka, Daina Riņķe, Henrijs Klēbahs, Līvija Endzelīna, Hilda Vīka, Gunārs Krollis, Džemma Skulme, Romualds Geikins, Daina Dagnija, Jānis Pauļuks, Māra Kažociņa, Inta Celmiņa, Auseklis Baušķenieks, Gunārs Cīlītis, Jānis Aivars Karlovs, Biruta Baumane, Lea Dāvidova-Medene. There are exhibitions in preparation for Imants Vecozols, Aija Jurjāne, Rolands Kaņeps, Rūsiņš Rozīte, Līga Purmale.
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OPENING HOURS:

Tuesdays, Wednesdays, Thursdays 10.00–18.00, ticket office 10.00–17.30

Fridays 10.00–20.00, ticket office 10.00–19.30

Saturdays, Sundays 10.00–17.00, ticket office 10.00–16.30

Closed on Mondays

The museum is closed on all public holidays: 1 January, Good Friday, Easter, Midsummer Eve and Day (23–24 June), Christmas (25–26 December), 31 December.

ADMISSION:
NB! (this ticket gives you access to all permanent and temporary exhibitions of the museum)
Reduced individual admission fee for groups of 10 or more people.

Free admission for the person in charge of the group.

Adults:
6,00 EUR

Students, seniors:
3,00 EUR

Schoolchildren:
2,00 EUR

Family ticket (1–2 adults with 1–4 children or family having many children): 5,00–7,00 EUR

Free admission for LNMA Annual ticket holders.

Free entry is also for: pre-school children; orphans or children not under parental care (valid status identification card required); children with a disability up to 18 years, 1st and 2nd group disabled persons (valid status identification card required) and one person accompanying either a child with a disability up to 18 years or a 1st or 2nd group disabled person; pupils of Latvian art schools or professional secondary art schools (valid status identification card required); full-time students of the Art Academy of Latvia (valid status identification card required); students attending institutions of professional secondary education or colleges who are studying or receiving training in visual or applied art, design, cultural history, museology, architecture, restoration as part of their studies or training (on submission of a written application to the museum director at least one day earlier); employees of Latvian museums (valid status identification card required); members of the International Council of Museums (ICOM, valid status membership card required); members of the Latvian Artists’ Union (valid status identification card required); Friend of the LNMA card holders; media representatives who are covering museum events (valid status identification card required); group (no less than 10 persons) leaders – guides or teachers; Ukrainian citizens by presenting an identity document or other document proving Ukrainian citizenship; everyone on the international event Museum Night from 19.00; all visitors to the permanent display on the last Sunday of every month and on International Museum Day – 18th May.

HEALTH AND SAFETY MEASURES AT THE MUSEUM:

1. Please do not visit the museum, if you have symptoms of a respiratory infection, or if you must be in self-isolation, home quarantine or strict isolation. The museum has the right to prohibit the entry to the museum to persons with signs of respiratory infection and ask them to leave the museum.

2. The museum recommends its visitors to wear a medical face mask or respirator. Children between the ages of 7 and 11 may use non-medical (fabric) masks. Please use a face mask correctly, covering the nose and mouth, throughout the visit.

3. During the visit, a distance of 2 meters from other visitors and museum staff must be kept.
4. Please use contactless payment and bank cards or register on Mobilly mobile app and conveniently purchase tickets on your phone.

5. Please take care of hand disinfection. Museums’ premises and surfaces are regularly cleaned and disinfected.

PRESS IMAGES (please request if needed in a larger resolution)
1.
Sculptor Lea Dāvidova-Medene with her portrait of opera singer Jānis Zābers. Spring 1981. 
Photo: Uldis Briedis. Image from the archive of the Scientific Documentation Centre of the Latvian National Museum of Art
2.
Lea Dāvidova-Medene. Actress Lilija Ērika. 1968. Marble. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Eduards Melnbārzdis
3.
Lea Dāvidova-Medene. Actress Lidija Freimane. 1971. Bronze. 

Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Aigars Altenbergs
4.
Lea Dāvidova-Medene. Painter Biruta Baumane. 1972. Bronze. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Aigars Altenbergs
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