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MASS  MEDIA  RELEASE

Riga, 5 January 2026

Ojārs Ābols. Man’s Absurd Projects on Earth
10 January – 10 May 2026
Main building of the Latvian National Museum of Art / Great Exhibition Hall (-1st floor)

Jaņa Rozentāla laukums 1, Riga
Media tour of exhibition on 9 January 2026 at 11.00

Registration of participants: 10.30–11.00
From 10 January to 10 May 2026, the Latvian National Museum of Art in Riga will hold in the Great Hall of its main building (Jaņa Rozentāla laukums 1) an exhibition dedicated to the work of the painter Ojārs Ābols, Man’s Absurd Projects on Earth, which turns to the reality of Latvian art during the occupation period between Soviet dictate and politically non-engaged art, between collaboration and resistance, between conformism and non-conformism.

Today painter and art theorist Ojārs Ābols (1922–1983) is seen as an avant-gardist of the 1960s–70s, a leader of theoretical thought, the driving force of the Painters’ Section at the Artists’ Union, godfather of Latvian contemporary art. American collectors Nancy and Norton Dodge have included his works in the collection of Soviet non-conformist art at the Zimmerli Art Museum, USA. Yet Ojārs Ābols’ life seemingly has two sides – the one that served the ideas of communism and the one that eagerly wanted to get closer to Western art and Western way of life.
Ābols’ politico-social and creative career unfolded in the 1950s–70s and inevitably involved political consequences. He was an erudite intellectual, a long-term board member of the Artists’ Union and chairman of the Painter’s Section (1973–1981), he gave impassioned speeches about art and believed that art has an important role in public life. In his works, the painter dealt with the current issues of his time. Ābols’ activism, the development and transformation of his views on art is a story about a young man who had been obsessed with communist ideals changing and becoming an important practitioner and theoretician of modernist art and even an instigator of conceptualist art in Latvia. Tracing Ābols’ biography and the shifts in his art, the exhibition also looks back at Latvia’s complex history.
Ojārs Ābols’ youth was closely shaped by social-democratic ideas. From 1935 to 1940 he was an active member of the Workers’ Youth League of Latvia, which, following Ulmanis’ coup, had to work underground. Ojārs Ābols received his first art education in Riga in the studio of the left-leaning Latvian modernist Romans Suta (1938–1940), where he acquired an affection towards Constructivism and Cubism. When the Soviet Union occupied Latvia, he became an agitation and propaganda worker in the Communist Party (1940). During the war, Ābols studied cultural agitation in the Soviet Union (1939–1940), attended courses for trade union employees, worked at the Central Committee of the Art Workers’ Trade Union in Moscow. In 1944, he enrolled in the State Institute of Theatre Arts in Moscow, yet, with the war ending, the Soviet authorities promptly dispatched him to work in Latvia.
Ojārs Ābols returned to Riga full of youthful energy and optimism, ready for the building of an idealistically-conceived future and became a member of the Communist Party (1947). Yet he exchanged the career of a party worker for art. He enrolled in the Art Academy of the Latvian SSR, graduating in 1951 from the Monumental Painting Studio of Otto Skulme (1889–1967), continued his studies in the postgraduate school in the Repin Institute of Painting, Sculpture and Architecture in Leningrad, earning the degree of candidate of sciences in art. The exhibition also includes Ābols’ early “orthodox” socialist realist compositions from the 1950s, which were devoted to the “historic struggle for the victory of communism”.
Ojārs Ābols’ spouse Džemma Skulme has said: “As artists we began developing very late – only in the 60s.” From the 1960s, free artistic choices appear in Ābols’ work – Figurative Expressionism, Abstract Expressionism, conceptual painting cycles. These artistic interests were sparked by contact with Western art. Artist and art historian Taira Haļapina wrote in 1969: “He is among those leading personalities which grow and develop in a constant argument, dispute with themselves.”
In 1956, as part of a delegation of Soviet cultural workers, Ojārs Ābols together with Džemma Skulme went on a journey around Europe on a cruise ship. Having been on the other side of the Iron Curtain and having encountered real Modernism, his views about art radically changed. The turning point in Ābols’ career is Blacksmiths from 1962 – a figural ‘severe style’ composition painted in broad gestural strokes and a forceful expressive manner. In 1963–1964, a campaign against Modernism was carried out in the Soviet Union and Ābols found himself on the list of formalists. Yet for the most part his painting of the 1960s displays modern modifications of the severe style with influences from his teacher Romans Suta, while Ābols had also taken a particular interest in the art of Pablo Picasso.

Despite the fight against modernists, in the mid-1960s Ojārs Ābols even arrived at an entirely abstract form of expression, inspired by the art of the French abstractionist Pierre Soulages. Ābols lived in constant tension between himself as a communist and himself as an artist. He wanted to belong to Western art and the Western way of life yet was active in the structures established by the occupation regime. Ābols symbolically expressed being under the control of the authorities in the cycle Carpenter’s Bench, which he started in 1966. The artist was preoccupied with showing tension and counterforce, energy, movement, active space in painting.
Starting from the late 1960s, Ojārs Ābols’ art became increasingly conceptual, he was interested in the processes on Earth and the role of man in them. Ābols’ concern for the Earth was pacifist and formed in the spirit of the 1970s Western ecological movement rather than the Cold War propaganda slogan “struggle for peace”. He turned to the threat of the nuclear arms race (Hiroshima; Estimate of Nuclear Destruction), also seeing ancient and prehistoric monuments as faced with threats and destruction. In the 1970s, Ojārs Ābols set out on several conceptual cycles, the ideas of Greenpeace were reflected in the cycle Processes on Earth. Even his still lifes were conceptual, commenting on poor taste, narrowmindedness and the cult of wealth (Anti-Biedermeier; Merchants’ Renaissance).
Ojārs Ābols was also a theorist and art critic, in the 1970s becoming one of the most erudite knowers of Western art in Latvia. Following his trips abroad he eagerly shared his impressions with colleagues. In 1976, having returned from the Venice Art Biennale, Ābols proposed the exhibition Nature. Environment. Man (1984), which would critically address the relationship between man and environment. This exhibition caused an explosion of contemporary art in Latvia.
During his life, not a single personal exhibition of Ojārs Ābols’ oeuvre took place in Latvia, yet he actively participated in artists’ group exhibitions. After Ābols’ death, his wife Džemma Skulme continued the artistic processes they both had initiated in Latvia.
Released to coincide with Ojārs Ābols’ exhibition, Dr. art. Elita Ansone’s monographic study Ojārs Ābols. Man’s Absurd Projects on Earth aims to bring together both sides of Ābols’ life – the communist one and the pro-Western one, his conformism and his non-conformism, attempting to grasp who exactly was Ojārs Ābols.
On 20 January, the Latvian National Museum of Art will host the conference Between Conformism and Non-conformism.
Text by Elita Ansone
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Exhibition curator:
Dr. art. Elita Ansone, Head of Collections and Scientific Research Department 

(2nd Half of the 20th – 21st Century) / Latvian National Museum of Art

Ph: (+371) 67 357 521, E: Elita.Ansone@lnmm.gov.lv
Exhibition design:
Ieva Stūre, artist
INTERNET SOURCES:

https://lnmm.gov.lv
FACEBOOK: Latvijas Nacionālais mākslas muzejs
X: @LNMM_muzejs
INSTAGRAM: @makslasmuzejs
YOUTUBE: MĀKSLAS MUZEJI / LNMMvideos
#lnmm

#MansMuzejs

The main building of the Latvian National Museum of Art / Jaņa Rozentāla laukums 1, Riga, Latvia

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:
Adults:
8,00 EUR

Pupils, students, seniors:
4,00 EUR

Family ticket (1–2 adults with 1–4 children or family having many children): 8,00–12,00 EUR

Free admission for LNMA Annual ticket holders.

Reduced individual admission fee for groups of 10 or more people.

Free admission for the person in charge of the group.

Free entry is also for (valid status identification card required): pre-school children; orphans or children not under parental care; day-care centre, crisis centre and special education pupils; children placed in a social rehabilitation centre and accompanying persons (one teacher or one person per 10 children or pupils); children under 18 years with a disability; persons with a disability 1st and 2nd group; one person accompanying either a child under 18 years with a disability or a person with disability of 1st group; a sign language interpreter accompanying a person with disability of 1st, 2nd or 3rd group; pupils of Latvian art schools or professional secondary art schools; full- and part-time students of the Art Academy of Latvia; students attending institutions of professional secondary education or colleges who are studying or receiving training in visual or applied art, design, cultural history, museology, cultural heritage, architecture, restoration as part of their studies or training; members of the Latvian Artists’ Union; employees of Latvian museums; members of the International Council of Museums (ICOM); members of the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS); Friend of the LNMA card holders; participants of the museum programmes Volunteer Programme and Youth Club; media representatives who are covering museum events; group leaders or teachers (minimum 10 persons); Ukrainian citizens; visitors to events organised by the museum during the annual international campaign European Night of Museums and the contemporary culture forum White Night; all visitors to the permanent exhibition on the last Sunday of every month and on International Museum Day – 18th May.
PRESS IMAGES (please request if needed in a larger resolution)
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Ojārs Ābols. The War Is Over. 1975. Oil and mixed media on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian Artists’ Union Museum. Publicity photo
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Ojārs Ābols. Blacksmiths. 1962. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Raimo Lielbriedis
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Ojārs Ābols. Composition. Chain. 1965. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Raimo Lielbriedis
4.
Ojārs Ābols. Discovery. 1967. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Normunds Brasliņš
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Ojārs Ābols. Still Life. 1968. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Raimo Lielbriedis
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Ojārs Ābols. Still Life. 1969. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Gvido Kajons
7.
Ojārs Ābols. Anti-Biedermeier. 1970. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Raimo Lielbriedis
8.
Ojārs Ābols. Still Life with Fridge and Veil. 1976. Acrylic on cardboard. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Raimo Lielbriedis
9.
Ojārs Ābols. Estimate of Nuclear Destruction. 1976. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Normunds Brasliņš

10.
Ojārs Ābols. Composition. 1982. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Normunds Brasliņš
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