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ABSTRACT
This study analyses the visual identity of 
Riga as a port city through the examina-
tion of postcards from the early 20th cen-
tury to current times. The study draws on 
a collection of over 130 postcards and 
examples of modern port photography, 
which were analyzed using a combination 
of visual analysis and contextual research. 
The results reveal a number of recurring 
visual motifs in the postcards, including 
images of ships, wharves, and industrial 
infrastructure, as well as more romanti-
cized depictions of Riga’s waterfront and 
skyline. Overall, the study suggests that 
Riga’s visual identity as a port city was 
shaped by a complex interplay of industri-
alization, modernization, and cultural her-
itage. The findings have implications for 
our understanding of Riga’s history and 
identity, as well as for the broader study of 
port cities and their visual representations.
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PART I: INTRODUCTION 

The port of Riga has played a significant 
role in the city’s development since its 
foundation in the early 13th century. De-
spite extensive research on the port’s his-
tory, there has been a notable lack of ex-
amination of its visual representation. The 
tendency of ports to free themselves from 
urban space, on the one hand, and their 
dependency on the advantages provided 
by the close interrelation with urban ag-
glomerations (Hall & Jacobs, 2012) result 
in visible changes in the image of the city. 
It is important to acknowledge that visual 
media have a significant impact on forming 
the image of the city, which results in the 
way people understand and design urban 
space (Åberg, 1997; Kowalewski, 2021).

Interrelations between the city and the 
port form a constantly changing urban 
fabric, which reflects technological ad-
vancement, exchange growth, and eco-
nomic, political and social developments 
as consequences of port traffic (Hein, 
2013, pp.809-809). Images of the port 
cities, which often carry the tradition 
of romanticising maritime culture, still 
strongly influence the perception and 
development of urban spaces up to this 
day. Kowalewski (2021) suggests post-
cards as a perfect object of study when 
analysing the iconography of port cities. 
They are an integral part of popular visu-
al culture and tourist experience which 
speaks to the broader public. However, 
in the same way,  water-based imagery 
can reveal the developments in the port 
city; it may leave out some significant 

changes. Therefore the research explores 
the possibilities and limitations of post-
cards to create an image of a port city.

Since the 1970s, architecture has often 
sought to establish connections with oth-
er fields of art disciplines, thus raising 
interest towards the relations of places 
to images (Pallasmaa, 2001, p.13). How-
ever, studying cities and broader urban 
areas through visual representation is a 
relatively new approach. As the follow-
ing examples show, the topic of port cit-
ies’ representation through postcards, 
photography and other visual media has 
been of interest over the past ten years. 
The work of Thissen (2013), which pro-
vides an extensive study of the port of 
Rotterdam and a recent article by Kow-
alewski (2021) on the analysis of the post-
cards from different European port cities 
are great examples. Similar methods and 
findings can be applied to the relation-
ship between the city and the port of Riga.

The representation of Riga as a port city 
from the early 20th century to the modern 
day in water-based imagery will be anal-
ysed through this thesis. The study aims 
to distinguish certain patterns and sub-
jects of interest in the visual representa-
tion of Riga and the port and place them 
in local- as well as global historical con-
text. Questions will be raised about how 
the impact of political, social and eco-
nomic events on the development of the 
port can be read in visual representations.

The primary sources for this thesis are vi-
sual representations in the form of post-
cards and photographs, while written 
literature serves as a secondary source. 
There are two types of literature covered 
in this review. Firstly, the literature on visu-
al analysis of other port cities provides the 
thesis framework and suggests common 

trends within port cities as a type. Second-
ly, books describing the history of the port 
of Riga in the period from the beginning 
of the 20th century to the present day.

Tissen (2013) and later Kowalews-
ki (2021) emphasise the importance of 
postcards as a visual representation. In 

1.2 Literature review

1.1 Introduction
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the article “Image of Spaces of Port Cit-
ies in Transition”, Kowalewski describes 
the findings from analysing more than 90 
postcards from 7 European port cities. 
He distinguishes three main metaphori-
cal dominants in the visual representation 
of the port cities: “(1) waterfront and the 
port town tertiary sector; (2) technology, 
power and domination; (3) maritime cul-
ture and romanticism” (Kowalewski, 2021, 
p.53). Although postcards reflect the 
city’s character, the important aspects of 
port cities get lost in the idealisation and 
romanticisation of visual representation. 
Hein’s (2013) chapter on “Port Cities”, in 
turn, reveals the common characteristics 
of urban fabric development of port cit-
ies, describing them as “the spatial em-

bodiment of global economic flows be-
tween sea and land” (Hein, 2013, p. 825).
The other category of literature uncovers 
the evolution of the port of Riga in relation 
to local and global history. The constant 
change of port authority between the 
countries during World War I and World 
War II significantly influenced its eco-
nomic and urban development (Vanags, 
2012). Examining historical accounts of 
port structure changes, such as those 
presented by Vanags (2012), and their 
correlation with contemporary visual de-
pictions can provide valuable insights 
into the accuracy and completeness of 
visual representations from that period. 

Visual analysis is highly relevant in the field 
of architecture as it helps to understand, 
design and communicate the ideas and 
perceptions of spaces. One of the earliest 
approaches to analysing visual images 
in art history is iconography and the sub-
sequently developed method of iconolo-
gy (World Musem, n.d.). Visual analysis 
is a modern interpretation of iconology, 
which can be applied to any work of art 
and used as a method to study architec-
ture and urban environments (Glatstein, 
2019; Pallasmaa, 2001). The visual anal-
ysis method used in this research was 
introduced by artist and photographer 
David Hockney in his art history research. 
Hockney suggests that certain chang-
es and tendencies can be easily identi-
fied by placing the studied visual sourc-
es in chronological order (Wright, 2002).

The primary material used for visual anal-
ysis are postcards issued between the 
1890s to the 2010s. The postcards found 
at the Museum of History of Riga and Navi-
gation archive and Latvian National Library 
collection “Zudusi Latvija” (Lost Latvia) 
provide an overview of the port represen-
tation at the beginning of the 20th centu-
ry up until the end of the First World War. 
Postcards representing Riga and the port 
in the later periods were retrieved from the 

online collection catalogue colnect.com.

A total of 125 dated and 24 undated 
postcards were collected. In practice, 
the visual analysis involved dividing the 
postcards by decade and placing them 
on three A0 boards in chronological or-
der. The following pages (pp. 10-15) in-
clude the digital version of these boards. 
Non-dated postcards were organised on 
the board according to the assumptions 
of the author regarding their date of issue 
based on the architecture visible, as well 
as the style and quality of images. The 
exercise aims to form an overall picture 
of the studied period’s representations 
and identify changes at certain times.

The second part of the research involved 
critically analysing the postcards by po-
sitioning them within the local and global 
historical context. The following chapters 
suggest a reading of water-based imag-
ery from multiple perspectives. The post-
cards and research findings were also 
compared to modern photography featur-
ing the port of Riga. (The Museum of His-
tory of Riga and Navigation archive, n.d.; 
Znotiņš, 2017, Vanags, 2012; Freiberga, 
2005). Understanding the evolution of the 
image of the port and the city is neces-
sary for identifying its transforming char-

1.1 Methodology & Limitations
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acter and meaning for Latvia’s capital. 
The approach of studying the historical im-
age of Riga and its port through postcards 
is subject to certain limitations. Postcards’ 
vast production and circulation make it 
challenging to comprehensively under-
stand the corpus (Thissen, 2013, pp. 309-
310). The selection of relevant postcards 
within the topic of water-based imagery 
requires careful evaluation of a large 
number of images. Additionally, there is 
an issue related to the accessibility of wa-
ter-based postcard collections published 
in recent years. Postcards generally do 
not prioritise the industrial quality of a city, 
which is particularly relevant to the mod-
ern tourist-oriented imagery of Riga. Post-
cards as a source do not provide informa-
tion on the motives and reactions of the 
buyer or receiver (Kowalewski, 2021, pp. 
56-57), which may render the interpreta-

tion of the studied imagery subjective and 
dependent on the author’s experience.
Furthermore, Thissen (2013, pp. 309-310) 
argues that postcards offer a one-sided 
image of an industrial city, highlighting the 
necessity to study them with other types 
of visual media, such as photography and 
cinematography, advertisement posters, 
and touristic guidebooks. Although a more 
extensive analysis of visual media would 
enhance research, it was not feasible 
within the given timeframe. Thus, the study 
primarily focuses on postcards, with the 
exception of an overview of modern pho-
tography in the last chapter. It should be 
noted that a deeper knowledge of iconog-
raphy and visual analysis could have con-
tributed to a more in-depth understanding 
of the postcards’ meanings and the visu-
al language they employ and therefore 
enhanced the study’s overall analysis.

Fig. 1.  (right) Map of 
Riga. Author’s work. 

(pp. 11-15)  
Postcard Timline  
 
Reference list for the 
postcards and images 
used for the timeline 
avaliable pp. 28-31.
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PART II: THE REPRESENTATION OF THE 
PORT AND THE CITY AS ONE IN 
THE 1900-1930S

Fig. 2.  Map of analysed 
postcards (1900-1920s). 
Author’s work. 

2.1 Maritime Culture and Romanticism in Postcards of the 
early 20th Century

The history of Riga is tightly intertwined 
with the port’s history. The city was estab-
lished in 1201 on the banks of the River 
Daugava, which is the oldest waterway 
on the international trade route connect-
ing the Baltic and Black Seas (Rīgas Brī-
vosta, 2020a). The city and the port have 
been interconnected economically and 
spatially for centuries, thriving togeth-
er as a single entity. However, similarly 
to the port cities around the globe in the 
past 200 years (Hein, 2013), there has 
been a growing distance between the 
port and the city of Riga. The beginning 

of the 20th century marks the key chang-
es in this relationship, which is reflected 
in the visual representations of the time.

The first section of the analysis includes 
a collection of 28 postcards dating from 
the 1900s to the 1910s (with one ex-
ception from the 1890s). They show the 
golden years of the port of Riga when it 
became the Russian Empire’s centre of 
international trade. Not only was it the 
largest Russian port but also the largest 
timber exporter in the world at the time 
(Vanags, 2012, p. 103). During that peri-
od, the waterfront was still the most sig-
nificant element in the representation of a 
port city, serving as a symbol of its mar-
itime identity and a greeting sign for visi-
tors arriving by sea (Hein, 2013). The port 
infrastructure’s depiction against the city 
centre’s background and recognisable 
church spires characterises the post-
cards in this period. “In general, images 
did not present a port as such—an indus-
trial area with special functions (with few 
exceptions)—but rather as a city where 
the presence of a port function is visible“ 
(Kowalewski, 2021, p. 60). Kowalewski’s 
summary of the port cities’ postcards is 
highly relevant to the representation of 
Riga at the beginning of the 20th century.

Postcards in the early 20th century mostly 
feature the picturesque style of representa-
tion, using black-and-white photographs, 
often with an addition of soft-colouring 
technique. The postcards provide a ro-
mantic idealisation of the time: replicate 
preconceived notions, myths, oversim-
plifications, and assumptions about the 
character of places and people (Thissen, 
2013; Kowalewski, 2021). Daily port activ-
ities like loading timber and other goods, 
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The iconic view of Riga is its representation 
from the left bank of Daugava, capturing 
the Old Town. Riga Dome Cathedral, St. 
Peter’s Cathedral,  St. Jacob’s Cathedral 
and St. Saviour’s Anglican Church are the 
primary vertical dominants defining the 
city skyline. In the postcards from the be-
ginning of the 20th century, we often see 
at least one of these churches appearing 
as a central element, accompanied by 
the illustration of sailing ships or tugboats 
from different perspectives. It appears 
that the photographs were predominantly 
captured from either the left bank of the 
Daugava River, the Pontone bridge, or the 
decks of watercraft, as illustrated in Fig. 
2. It’s important to note, however, that one 
of the postcards from a printed collection 
is an early example of a bird’s eye view 
(presumably taken from the Dome Ca-
thedral), which later became a common 
way of capturing the city. At the time, the 
commercial port was still close to the cen-
tral part of Riga. The Andreja section (now 
the Andrejsala area) is visible in the back-
ground in Fig. 3.  Panoramic view. Repre-
senting Riga on an urban scale allows for 
showing multiple aspects of the city in one 
picture. Despite the significant tempo-
ral gap of around a century between the 
postcards depicted in Fig. 3 and Fig. 4, 
both still exhibit a shared visual language 
of representation, creating an image “un-
available from the perspective of an ordi-
nary passerby” (Kowalewski, 2021, p. 57).

Historically the central part of the city 
and the port of Riga were located on the 
right bank of the Daugava River. How-
ever, at the end of the 19th century, the 
port authority took the initiative to use the 
potential of the left river bank. Peter the 
Great’s Sailor’s house (1884-1944) and 
the existing RIga - Jelgava train (the Rail-
way bridge built in 1871-1872) line were 
important in the port establishment on 
the opposite bank of the river. Significant 

places like the Riga Jacht Club or the 
passenger docks in the Agenskalns area 
appear on the postcards. It is possible 
that the Pontone Bridge (1896-1917) was 
erected as a result of the growing impor-
tance of the left river bank for the port (Va-
nags, 2013, p. 95). The Pontone bridge 
became integral to the city’s image and 
was rebuilt several times later (1931-
1944, 1945-1957). There is no doubt that 
the construction of the bridge facilitated 
the further development of the left bank. 
The bridge accessible for cars, trams 
and pedestrians allowed for faster and 
more convenient transportation, which 
subsequently led to the city’s expansion.

Fig. 3.  Old Riga and 
Andreja section of the 
Port. Early 20th cent. 
From Museum of the 

History of Riga and 
Navigation. Freeport of 

Riga Authority, 2001

Fig. 4.  Riga. From My 
Postcard Page, 2006 

(http://mypostcard-
page.blogspot.com/
search/label/Latvia)

passenger transportation, sailing and tug-
boat mooring, are captured with a high 
level of detailing. We see a promotion of 

the ideas of tourism and tourist traffic, mar-
itime culture and the city’s technological 
development in a romanticised manner.

2.2 View, Position and Visual References 



18

THE CHANGING IMAGE OF RIGA AS A PORT CITY IN A WATER-BASED IMAGERY

AR1A011 HISTORY THESIS (2022/23 Q3)

2.3 The Port of Riga during World War I, the Russian 
Revolution and the Time of Latvian Independence
The visual analysis reveals a dramatic 
change in the character of Riga and the 
port’s representation in the next studied 
period of the 1920s - 1930s. The post-
cards start to adopt a more objective pho-
tographic style, and the technique of soft 
colouring disappears (Thissen, 2013). The 
postcard timeline shows the notable lack 
of water-based representation between 
1920 and 1940. It is essential to notice a 
slight inconsistency between the period 
of specific historical events and the visu-
al representation reflecting those. 1914 
marked the mobilisation in Russia and the 
beginning of World War I (Vanags, 2012, 
pp.103-104). However, postcards pub-
lished in the 1910s still represent Riga and 
the port in their prosperous state as part 
of the Russian Empire and do not reflect 
their difficult fate during World War I and 
the Russian Revolution. This can be seen 

as a natural response towards the stress 
and uncertainty in society during that time. 

Among the few images, the postcard 
which immediately strikes the viewer with 
its honest reflection of the consequenc-
es of the devastating events the port 
went through is called  “Ship graveyard 
after the war” (original: “Kuģu kapsēta 
pēc kara”) shown in Fig. 7. Published in 
the 1920s the postcard speaks of all the 
losses the port experienced in the period 
between 1914 and 1920. No information 
is found on the location where this pic-
ture was captured or any further descrip-
tion of the ships. As the timeline in Fig. 8 
shows, in 1915, 417 industrial companies 
were evacuated from the port and adja-
cent city areas in an attempt to prevent 
war losses. The port gets bombed in Au-
gust 1915; another major disruption of 
the port happened in the summer of 1917 
when the Russian army destroyed many 
strategic objects while retreating from the 
city. (Vanags, 2012, p.106). In the years 
of World War I and the Russian Revolu-
tion, the port of Riga was constantly a 
strategic point where different belliger-
ent forces were trying to establish their 
control. With its constantly changing au-
thority and due to a lack of maintenance, 
the port deteriorates over the years, 
which might be one of the reasons justi-
fying the deficiency of its representation.

The year 1920 is special for the port of 
Riga as Russia became the first country 
in the world to recognise Latvia’s inde-
pendence de jure (Vanags, 2012, p. 118). 
During the interwar period between the 
First and Second World Wars, the Riga 
port was entirely under the jurisdiction of 
the Latvian government. It experiences 
active restoration works and the recovery 
of the industry. Nevertheless, the interest 
towards the port in tourist-oriented rep-
resentation is decreasing. Notably, the 
Andreja port section (Andrejosta) and its 
associated harbour are featured in four 
of the six postcards from the 1930s, indi-

Fig. 5.  Map of analysed 
postcards (1930-1950s). 
Author’s work. 
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cating the area’s significance. (see p. 7). 
A bird’s-eye view photograph affords a 
comprehensive depiction of the section of 
the port closest to the urban centre during 
that period and the adjacent residential 
district that had materialised alongside 

it. Although there is evidence of the ex-
tensive development and expansion of 
the port at the time (Vanags, 2012), the 
pictures seem empty and devoid of life. 
. 

Fig. 6.  (left) Riga’s 
port open timber 

storage area (original: 
Rīgas ostas atklātā 

kokmateriālu noliktava), 
the 1920s-30s. From 

Museum of the History of 
Riga and Navigation 

Fig. 7.  (right) Ship 
graveyard after the war 

(original: Kuģu kapsēta). 
From LNB Diģitālā 

Bibliotēka, 192-. (https://
dom.lndb.lv/data/

obj/6165.html) 

Fig. 8.  Historical 
Timeline 1914 -1920. 
Author’s work based 

on Vanags, 2012, pp. 
103-118. 
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Fig. 9.  Map of 
analysed postcards 
(1960-1980s). Author’s 
work. 

PART III: SEPARATION OF THE PORT FROM 
THE CITY IN THE 1940S-1980S
3.1 The New Image of the Port City

There is no doubt the Occupation of Lat-
via (1940) and the following events of 
World War II had a significant impact on 
the development of the port and the city. 
Port cities and ports in Europe have al-
ways been targets of military attacks and 
experienced substantive destruction in 
World War II, resulting in population loss 
and significant damage to port infrastruc-
ture and urban areas (Hein, 2013, pp. 
819-820). However, little of this can be 
seen in the postcards of the same period. 
Although some might argue that chosen 
method of analysis omits the most sig-
nificant historical events of the 20th cen-
tury, it reveals other interesting chang-
es happening to the city’s urban fabric. 

The postcards of the late 1940s and 
1950s repeatedly feature the Komsomol 
embankment (see pp. 11-12). What may 
seem like a celebration of the newly built 
promenade and advertising the happy life 
in the new socialist republic is, in fact, a 
documentation of significant change on 
an urban scale. These pictures witness the 
total absence of the port infrastructure in 
the city centre and indicate the separation 
of the port and the city. The city embank-
ment, which served as a meeting point be-
tween the port and the city for centuries, 
now acquired an entirely new character.

In general, the image of Riga in the late 
20th century is very different from the one 
Thissen (2013) draws of Rotterdam. Pas-
tel colours appear on postcards again 
with the realistic representation inher-
ent in wartime imagery. As an entity, the 
postcards of the 1950s-1960s breathe 
light, calmness and joy, which can be 
explained by the revival of peaceful city 
life after the war. There are a few distin-
guishing elements in the overall image of 
the Riga waterscape at the time. First, the 
pictures are often framed with greenery, 
which promotes the healthy environment 
of the city. Secondly, the colour palette 
consists of light blue, green, yellow and or-
ange tones. And finally, a new translation 
of the maritime culture in the city context 
appears. As the city and the port move 
apart, the river becomes a space for water 
sports, touristic transportation and leisure 
activities. Sail yachts, sightseeing boats 
and row boats have become the new in-
dicators of maritime culture for tourists.

The New Photography style, which char-
acterises the image of industrial Rotterdam 
after 1920 (Thissen, 2013, pp. 312-314), 
was adopted here much later and could 
not overpower the picturesque image of 
Riga in the postcard industry. However, 
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The 1950s become a crucial breaking 
point in analysing the image of the port of 
Riga. It’s the last time we see the industri-
al area of the port represented in the post-
cards. Carola Hein (2013, p. 820) claims 
that the port and the city have been grow-
ing apart since the late 1960s, although 
the visual analysis of Riga shows that the 
separation started even before that. Sim-
ilarly, as in other port cities worldwide, 
the decentralisation policy forced the port 
and adjacent infrastructures to move to-
wards the coast during the post-war era. 
“This development was fostered by fun-
damental changes in transport technolo-
gy and cargo handling, notably the intro-
duction of containers and the continuous 
increase of vessel size.” (Thissen, 2013, 

Fig. 10.  Riga. Daugava 
near Riga. From 

Colnet, by Z. Talberga,  
1959. (https://colnect.

com/en/postcards/
postcard/223047-Riga_

Daugava_near_Riga-
Riga-Soviet_Union_

USSR) 

Fig. 11.  Riga. Komsomol 
embankment. From 

Colnet, by B.Fedoseyev, 
1949. (https://colnect.

com/en/postcards/
postcard/281239-
Riga_Komsomol_

embankment-Riga-
Soviet_Union_USSR) 

Fig. 12.  Riga. Daugava 
near Riga. From Colnet, 

by S. Lapshin,1960. 
(https://colnect.

com/en/postcards/
postcard/81900-Riga_
Daugava_near_Riga-

Riga-Soviet_Union_
USSR) 

Fig. 13.  Riga. Daugava 
near Riga. From Colnet, 

by D. Gedzjuns, 
1965. (https://colnect.

com/en/postcards/
postcard/107277-

Riga_View-Riga-Soviet_
Union_USSR) 

3.2 Port Transformation

a few postcard examples are evidence 
of the significant change in international 
aesthetic esteem. The New Photography 
style emerged as a new mechanism to 
promote the modernity and industrial de-
velopment of the port cities. It is charac-
terised by using an ‘objective’ representa-
tion of reality but with an enhanced sense 
of drama through high visual contrasts 
and unusual angles (Thissen, 2013, pp. 
312-314). In Riga, similarly to De Hef in 
Rotterdam, the Railway bridge and later 
the Sable-stayed bridge (Vanšu bridge) 
became the main symbols of the city’s 
modernity. The New Photography aes-
thetics is carried to modern port photog-
raphy, which will be analysed in Part IV.

The absence of human figures in most 
postcards is especially prominent in late 
20th-century examples. Thissen (2013)  
argues that the dehumanisation of the 
city is symbolic of New Photography. Al-
though it can be argued that it is a char-
acteristic of postcard images in general. 
Discussing the paradox of postcards as 
touristic documentation but never repre-
senting tourists, Kowalewski (2021, p.60) 
explains the absence of tourist figures 
by suggesting that they might be asso-
ciated with inauthenticity, thus conflicting 
with the aim of the postcards to represent 

ordinary life. He also notes the common 
tendency of dehumanisation in modern 
postcards; it is unclear, however, what 
are the reasons behind it. Whether the 
influence of the New Photography style 
or the inherent postcard characteris-
tic, the images focus on the machinery, 
landscape, architectural and urban ele-
ments while leaving space for the viewer’s 
imagination regarding human activities. 
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Fig. 14.  (right) Freeport 
of Riga map in relation 
to the city. Author’s work 
based on information 
provided by Freeport of 
Riga. (https://rop.lv/en/
map)

p. 318). The large-scale growth of the port 
further significantly influenced the spatial 
division between the port and the city.

The postcards of the postwar period 
mostly depict the changes happening to 
the city, while at the same time, the port 
of Riga underwent major reconstruction 
works and area redistribution. The port 
restoration finished in 1950. By then, the 
Andrejostas area was recognised as with-
out a growth perspective, and 70% of the 
overall cargo volume was moved north to 
the Exporta (Export) area (Vanags, 2012, 
p. 147). The amount of tranship cargo is 
significantly increasing each year, reach-
ing unprecedented numbers for the port 
of Riga by the beginning of the 1960s (3 
million tons) (Vanags, 2012, p.150). As 
the cargo port keeps expanding to the 
outside of the city, the is also a growing 
demand for it to support tourist traffic. The 
passenger port, which we can see on a 
few postcards from the 1960s and 1980s 
(see pp. 12-13), opened in 1965 in its 

current location (Vanags, 2012, p. 151).

Along with the end of World War II and the 
Cold War, containerisation was one of the 
most significant changing forces of port 
spacial arrangement in the late 20th cen-
tury. As Hain (2013, p.820) notes: “con-
tainerization led to wholesale restructur-
ing of shipping networks, trade patterns, 
port facilities, port city hierarchies, and 
urban form.” The first containers come 
to Riga in the mid-1960s, and container 
flow is growing rapidly. The Exporta area 
terminal becomes too small at that point, 
and the port requires new facilities (Va-
nags, 2012, p.154). At the same time, Eu-
rope port cities suffered the highest eco-
nomic contraction of all urban centres.” 
(Hein, 2013, p. 821). The port of Riga, 
however, had the advantage of vast pre-
viously unused lands towards the mouth 
of Daugava, allowing for its further expan-
sion. Unlike many port cities around the 
globe, the port of Riga was able to adapt 
to the new needs of the port industry. 
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Fig. 15.  Map of 
analysed postcards 
(1990-2010s). Author’s 
work.  

PART IV: MODERN IMAGE OF THE PORT 
AND THE CITY IN THE 1990S - PRESENT
4.1 Modern Image of Riga in Water-Based Postcards

Until today, there have been very few in-
ternational studies on the Baltic Cities con-
sidering their complicated national and 
urban identity. Modern history and urban 
images of the Baltics remain the cause of 
various interpretations depending on the 
one defining the content (Åberg, 1997). 
In the book “Baltic Cities: Perspectives on 
Urban and Regional Change in the Bal-
tic Sea Area”, Åberg argues that: “The 
symbols and images of a city are always 
subject to discursive disputes and re-
definitions” (1997, p. 115). Therefore an 
attempt to define the modern image of 
Riga can be seen as heavily subjective. 
However, it is important to create and use 
those images and symbols both for local 

urban planning and development on an 
international scale (Åberg, 1997, p. 115).

The analysis of postcard imagery demon-
strates how the visual representation of 
the city underwent a complete transfor-
mation in less than a century. The usu-
al visitor coming by land or plane would 
assume little about the extensive port in-
frastructure occupying 11% of the city’s 
urban territory and stretching for 15km 
from the city centre to the Gulf of Riga 
(Rīgas Brīvosta, 2020b). Since the 1960s, 
the port has gradually vanished from de-
pictions of the city. The only reminders 
of its existence are occasional images 
of majestic sailing ships visiting the city 
and ferries that operate from the passen-
ger port, providing transport links to oth-
er cities along the Baltic Sea coastline.

Compared to earlier periods, postcards 
from the 1990s to the present exhibit a 
more random selection of colour schemes 
and styles. The shift can be attributed to 
the modernisation of the visual media 
post-production industry, the widespread 
availability of picture editing software 
and the consequent impact of publisher 
preferences on the representation style 
of water-based imagery. At the same 
time, the subject of the representation 
of water-based imagery in recent years 
has become repetitive, with the majority 
of postcards featuring the conventional 
view from Daugava’s left bank towards 
the Old Town, as demonstrated in Fig. 15.

The silhouette of the Vanšu Bridge (ca-
ble-stayed bridge) can be recognised 
as an important figure in many post-
cards. Vanšu Bridge is the most north-
ern bridge across Daugava. Nowadays, 
it defines the southern border of the port 
area. Constructed in 1981, the bridge is 
still a masterpiece of building technol-
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4.2 Modern Port’s Identity

4.3 Modern Port Photography 

ogy and a recognisable element in the 
city’s skyline. The only structural pylon 
is 109 m high and only 15 m lower than 
the highest of Riga’s churches, St. Peter’s 
Church spire, making the bridge a prom-
inent vertical reference (Ecke, 2020).

Overall, the postcards from this period 
mostly highlight the city’s architectural 
heritage rather than its industrial qualities. 

Additionally, Riga’s emergence as a popu-
lar tourist destination has led to postcards 
featuring modern developments such as 
Latvian National Library. While the city’s 
port facilities and maritime history are 
rarely showcased in modern postcards, 
Riga’s connection to the sea and port re-
mains an important aspect of its identity.

The port of Riga existed before the city 
and is now more than 800 years old. How-
ever, the port as we know it emerged in 
1966 when the Riga Commercial Free 
Port was established (World Port Source, 
n.d). Today the port continues to play an 
important role in supporting the welfare of 
the city’s infrastructure and the comfort 
of its inhabitants. These activities signifi-
cantly influence the image of the port per-
ceived by the local citizens and visitors.

The projects run by the Free Port of Riga 
vary from constructing bird-watching tow-
ers to maintaining the roads and urban 
area restorations (Rīgas Brīvosta, 2020c). 
Some of these activities shape the image 
of the port both in the figurative and liter-
al senses. For example, in 2011, the port 

organised a project to create the longest 
wall covered in art paintings. The blank 
concrete 108-meter-long fence of the 
Riga Free Port became a canvas for chil-
dren from local schools (Rīgas Brīvosta, 
2020c). Similar smaller-scale projects 
were organised in multiple city areas at the 
beginning of the 2000s (Rīgas Brīvosta, 
2020c). Many of these children-produced 
illustrations represent the port, water-re-
lated activities and marine life. Colourful 
and playful visual stories, often featuring 
fictitious creatures, became an integral 
part of the city’s character. Projects like 
this are not only a creative way to im-
prove public spaces but also an import-
ant tool to capture the images of the port 
from the perspective of a new generation.

As mentioned before, although the port 
still is tightly interconnected with the city, 
it has little influence on the tourist-ori-
ented image of Riga. Nevertheless, the 
aesthetics of the port remain the subject 
of interest for many artists and photog-
raphers. As part of the port’s 815th an-
niversary in 2015, the Freeport of Riga 
and collaborating companies organised 
an international photo competition. More 
than 250 professional and amateur pho-
tographers from nine countries submit-
ted over 2200 pictures documenting 
the port’s everyday life. In the autumn of 
2015, 99 chosen photographs were dis-
played to the public as part of an open-
air exhibition on Dome Square in the 
heart of Riga Old Town (Diena, 2015).

Fig. 16.  Book cover. 
From The Port. The 

People. The History, by 
I. Znotiņš & V. Koziols, 

2017, Livonia Print. 
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A book of the same name as the exhibition 
“The Port. The People. The History“ was 
published in 2017. It is a collection of more 
than 450 carefully chosen and organised 
photographs. The authors highlight the 
importance of this project, claiming that 
the photograph is a powerful and reliable 
ambassador to both contemporary audi-
ences and future generations (Znotiņš & 
Koziols, 2017, p. 282). The exhibition and 
the following publishing of the book re-
veal a completely new image of the port 
of Riga, previously unknown to the usual 
citizen. In the photographs, the port ap-
pears as a vibrant and diverse organ-
ism constantly moving and transforming.

The aspect distinguishing modern photog-
raphy from postcards is the human pres-
ence. This is especially relevant in the ex-
amples in the book “The Port. The Human. 
The History” (Znotiņš & Koziols, 2017). It 
was important for the editors to show dock-
ers, welders, railway drivers, lighthouse 
keepers, fishers, crane operators, pilots, 
divers and other workers as the pride 
and the principal value of the port (Diena, 

2015). Unlike in postcards, where human 
figures appear only as silhouettes, usually 
in a long shot, modern photography re-
veals the beauty and power of a human as 
an integral part of the urban environment.

The collection of modern photography 
depicting the port of Riga is a heteroge-
neous body of work comprising various 
styles. Nevertheless, some common fea-
tures can be identified. Similar to the New 
Photography style (see Part IV), modern 
photography can be characterised by the 
use of creative composition techniques to 
highlight the scale or unique aspects of 
the objects captured. The images usual-
ly involve a high level of contrast in light, 
colour and scale. This is often achieved 
by the use of unusual angles and the jux-
taposition of different textures and tones. 
All in all, the characters of water-based 
imagery in photography and the post-
card industry today are strikingly differ-
ent. Port Photography contributes to the 
part of the story absent in the postcards. 
Therefore it is essential to understand 
the modern image of the port of Riga.
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PART V: CONCLUSION
The postcards analysed in this study il-
lustrate the changing urban image of 
Riga and its port over the past century, 
demonstrating how its relationship with 
the port has shaped the city’s develop-
ment. The visual analysis of the post-
cards reveals how the port infrastructure 
has been transformed and how the port’s 
position has evolved from a vital cen-
tral optical element to a more peripheral 
presence in the city’s imagery. Addition-
ally, the analysis of modern photography 
and art projects shows how the port con-
tinues to influence the city’s cultural and 
aesthetic landscape. The power of visu-
al analysis lies in its ability to reveal the 
transforming connection between a city 
and its port and to capture the changing 
dynamics of this relationship over time.

The port’s position in the representation 
of Riga is the strongest in the time period 
between the 1900-1920s. The postcards 
from the 1920-1940s mark a shift from the 
romanticised representation of the port 
city to a more objective photographic style. 
There is a notable lack of port industrial 
facilities represented in the following peri-
od of the 1950s-1980s. At the same time, 
the city’s image returns to a picturesque 
style. Postcards from the latest period of 
the 1990s-present do not provide enough 
visual information on the image of Riga as 
a port city, as the representation of the port 
is omitted. Nevertheless, the modern pho-
tography study proves that the aesthetics 
of the port remain the subject of interest.

Overall the study reveals a gradual de-
crease in the port’s direct presence in the 
image of Riga. The close territorial inter-
connection between the port and the city 
was maintained through the beginning of 
the 20th century. Visual representation 
of the port in these postcards promoted 
the city’s economic growth and prosper-
ity while highlighting the city’s maritime 
culture to visitors and residents alike. In 
the post-war period, the spatial separa-
tion of the port facilities from the city is 

mainly caused by changes in transport 
technology, the introduction of containers 
and an increase in vessel size. In this pe-
riod, the port started to develop its own 
identity, which was later reflected in oth-
er kinds of visual media than postcards.

There is a visible change in the postcards’ 
style from romanticised and picturesque to 
more objective and photographic, and lat-
er a mix of different styles and techniques 
over the past 120 years. This evolution 
is largely shaped by Riga’s political and 
cultural heritage and the modernisation of 
the visual media industry. The analysis of 
modern photography of the port highlights 
a crucial aspect of the port city’s identity 
and emphasises the significance of the 
human figure in the urban landscape.

Further research using other types of vi-
sual media, such as photography, cine-
matography, advertisement posters, and 
touristic guidebooks of Riga, would pro-
vide a more in-depth analysis of its visual 
identity. An extensive amount of historical 
photographs from the Museum of History 
of Riga and Navigation archive were pub-
lished in the book “The Riga Port”. They 
could serve as a source for further anal-
ysis. The modern image of the port could 
especially benefit from broader research 
than the postcard analysis. Today, the im-
age of Riga Freeport is significantly influ-
enced by how its identity and goals are 
translated into urban and social projects.

In conclusion, Riga’s port has had a sig-
nificant impact on the city’s identity and 
image. The postcards and photographs 
of Riga and its port visually record the 
city’s development and evolution. The 
port’s continued importance to the city’s 
infrastructure and economy and its aes-
thetic appeal ensures that it remains an 
integral part of Riga’s urban landscape.
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Fig. 1.  Map of Riga. Author’s work, based on Nextgis database materials. (https://data.nextgis.
com/en/catalog/subdivisions?country=LV) 

Fig. 2.  Map of analysed postcards (1900-1920s). Author’s work, based on Plan of Riga on 24 
pages (План города Риги на 24 листах). From Latvian National Library, 1904-1908. (https://kartes.
lndb.lv/viewer/map?b=7&x=2683481&y=7749048&z=14&h=34481) 

Fig. 3.  Old Riga and Andreja section of the Port. Early 20th cent. From Museum of the History of 
Riga and Navigation. Freeport of Riga Authority, 2001 

Fig. 4.  Riga. From My Postcard Page, 2006 (http://mypostcard-page.blogspot.com/search/label/
Latvia) 

Fig. 5.  Map of analysed postcards (1930-1950s). Author’s work, based on Riga city’s land plot 
plan (Rīgas pilsētas gruntsgabalu plāns). From Latvian National Library, 1939. (https://kartes.lndb.
lv/viewer/map?b=7&x=2683481&y=7749048&z=14&h=50742) 

Fig. 6.  Riga’s port open timber storage area (original: Rīgas ostas atklātā kokmateriālu noliktava), 
the 1920s-30s. From Museum of the History of Riga and Navigation  

Fig. 7.  Ship graveyard after the war (original: Kuģu kapsēta). From LNB Diģitālā Bibliotēka, 192-. 
(https://dom.lndb.lv/data/obj/6165.html 

Fig. 8.  Historical Timeline 1914 -1920. Author’s work based on Vanags, 2012, pp. 103-118  

Fig. 9.  Map of analysed postcards (1960-1980s). Author’s work, based on Riga (O-34-
108,120; O-35-97,109). From Latvian National Library, 1980. (https://kartes.lndb.lv/viewer/
map?b=7&x=2683481&y=7749048&z=14&h=50741) 

Fig. 10.  Riga. Daugava near Riga. From Colnet, by Z. Talberga,  1959. (https://colnect.com/en/
postcards/postcard/223047-Riga_Daugava_near_Riga-Riga-Soviet_Union_USSR) 

Fig. 11.  Riga. Komsomol embankment. From Colnet, by B.Fedoseyev, 1949. (https://colnect.com/
en/postcards/postcard/281239-Riga_Komsomol_embankment-Riga-Soviet_Union_USSR) 

Fig. 12.  Riga. Daugava near Riga. From Colnet, by S. Lapshin,1960. (https://colnect.com/en/
postcards/postcard/81900-Riga_Daugava_near_Riga-Riga-Soviet_Union_USSR) 

Fig. 13.  Riga. Daugava near Riga. From Colnet, by D. Gedzjuns, 1965. (https://colnect.com/en/
postcards/postcard/107277-Riga_View-Riga-Soviet_Union_USSR) 

Fig. 14.  Freeport of Riga map in relation to the city. Author’s work based on information provided 
by Freeport of Riga. (https://rop.lv/en/map)  

Fig. 15.  Map of analysed postcards (1990-2010s). Author’s work based on Riga’s current map. 

Fig. 16.  Book cover. From The Port. The People. The History, by I.Znotiņš & V. Koziols, 2017, 
Livonia Print.
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5.3 Postcard Timeline Reference List
(pp. 6-11 ordered in columns) 

Postcards, Spread 1

1.	 Rīga. Osta. [Postcard]. (189-). Zudusī Latvija. https://zudusilatvija.lv/objects/object/26279/
2.	 Pontone Bridge (1896-1917) in Riga. 1907. [Postcard]. (2001). Free Port of Riga Authority. Museum of the History of 

Riga and Navigation. 
3.	 Tugboats in the port of Riga. 1904. [Postcard]. (2001). Free Port of Riga Authority. Museum of the History of Riga and 

Navigation. 
4.	 Rīga. Osta. [Postcard]. (190-). Riga: Hebensperger & Co. Zudusī Latvija. https://zudusilatvija.lv/objects/object/17656/
5.	 Riga. Dünaquai. [Postcard]. (190-). Riga: M. Stahlberg. LNB Diģitālā Bibliotēka. https://dom.lndb.lv/data/obj/42484.

html
6.	 Rīga. Pontontilts no Dzelzceļa tilta. [Postcard]. (190-). Riga : H. Hempel & Co.  Zudusī Latvija. https://zudusilatvija.lv/

objects/object/23187/
7.	 Riga, Der Hafen. [Postcard]. (19--). Latvijas Nacionālā Digitālā Bibliotēka. https://atteli.lndb.lv/45114/
8.	 Wharves of the port of Riga and the Embankment Market. 1910. [Postcard]. (2001). Free Port of Riga Authority. 

Museum of the History of Riga and Navigation. 
9.	 Imperial yacht Штандарт of Nicholas II Romanov, Emperor of Russia, in the port of Riga. 1910. [Postcard]. (2001). 

Free Port of Riga Authority. Museum of the History of Riga and Navigation. 
10.	 Mooring place of the Riga passenger ships on Agenskalns. 1910. [Postcard]. (2001). Free Port of Riga Authority. 

Museum of the History of Riga and Navigation. 
11.	 Rīga. Āgenskalns. [Postcard]. (191-). Riga: Lenz & Rudolff. LNB Diģitālā Bibliotēka. https://dom.lndb.lv/data/

obj/6430.html
12.	 Shipment in the port of Riga by winter. 1917. [Postcard]. (2001). Free Port of Riga Authority. Museum of the History 

of Riga and Navigation. 
13.	 Old Riga and Andreja section of the Port. Early 20th cent. [Postcard]. (2001). Free Port of Riga Authority. Museum of 
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postcard/179991-Riga_A_view-Riga-Latvia
130.	Riga. National Library Building, Mukusalas iela, 4. [Postcard]. (2013). Megaphone Publishers. Colnect. https://

colnect.com/en/postcards/postcard/143008-Riga_National_Library_Building_Mukusalas_iela_4-Riga_Archigrams-
Latvia

131.	Riga. Kengarags Promenade and Television Tower. [Postcard]. (2013). Megaphone Publishers. Colnect. https://
colnect.com/en/postcards/postcard/143000-Riga_Kengarags_Promenade_and_Television_Tower-Riga_Archigrams-
Latvia

132.	Riga. Old Riga.Latvia. [Postcard]. (2013). Amuleti. Colnect. https://colnect.com/en/postcards/postcard/317485-Riga_
Old_Riga_Latvia-Riga-Latvia

133.	Riga. [Postcard]. [Postcard]. (n.d.). Valsts Kleins Fotostudija. Colnect. https://colnect.com/en/postcards/
postcard/44840-Riga-Riga-Latvia

134.	Riga. [Postcard]. [Postcard]. (n.d.). Valsts Kleins Fotostudija. Colnect. https://colnect.com/en/postcards/
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postcard/131253-Riga-Riga-Latvia
135.	Riga. National Library Building vs Railway Bridge. [Postcard]. (2013). Megaphone Publishers. Colnect. https://

colnect.com/en/postcards/postcard/143009-Riga_National_Library_Building_vs_Railway_Bridge-Riga_Archigrams-
Latvia

136.	Riga. A view. [Postcard]. (n.d.). Puse Plus. Colnect. https://colnect.com/en/postcards/postcard/180020-Riga_A_
view-Riga-Latvia

137.	Riga. River Daugava. A Panorama of Riga. [Postcard]. (n.d.). Paletti. Colnect. https://colnect.com/en/postcards/
postcard/180233-Riga_River_Daugava_The_panorama_of_Riga-Riga-Latvia

138.	Riga. [Postcard]. (n.d.). Colnect. https://colnect.com/en/postcards/postcard/16052-R%C4%ABga-Riga-Latvia
139.	Riga. [Postcard]. (n.d.). Colnect. https://colnect.com/en/postcards/postcard/36395-R%C4%ABga-Riga-Latvia

Modern Photography Examples

140.	The Ship Nassauborg. From The Port. The People. The History. (1st ed., p. 47), by Znotiņš, I. & Koziols, V., 2017, 
Rīga: Livonia Print.

141.	View from the Jork Ruler cargo ship to the mouth of the Daugava. From The Port. The People. The History. (1st ed., 
p. 12), by Znotiņš, I. & Koziols, V., 2017, Rīga: Livonia Print.

142.	Rīgas Osta [@rigasbrivosta]. (2015, January 26). “Dienas foto: Sveiciens pirmdienā! Ražīgu un panākumiem bagātu 
jauno darba nedēļu.” [Photograph]. Instagram. https://www.instagram.com/p/CLEJRoNpDjh/

143.	One day together with the workers from the Riga Central Terminal LTD on Krievu Sala. From The Port. The People. 
The History. (1st ed., p. 78), by Znotiņš, I. & Koziols, V., 2017, Rīga: Livonia Print.

144.	Containers in the Baltic Container Terminal LTD territory on Kundziņsala. From The Port. The People. The History. 
(1st ed., p. 169), by Znotiņš, I. & Koziols, V., 2017, Rīga: Livonia Print.

145.	Eprons LTD diver Artis Eleksis and Kaupo the dog after finishing welding works on Krievu Island. From The Port. The 
People. The History. (1st ed., p. 40), by Znotiņš, I. & Koziols, V., 2017, Rīga: Livonia Print.

146.	Rīgas Osta [@rigasbrivosta]. (2021, February 9). “By Edgars Trankalis” [Photograph]. Instagram. https://www.
instagram.com/p/CLEJRoNpDjh/

147.	Riga Shipyard JSC floating dock № 2. From The Port. The People. The History. (1st ed., p. 216), by Znotiņš, I. & 
Koziols, V., 2017, Rīga: Livonia Print.

148.	Seagulls on the Alpha Osta LTD fertilizer terminal cupola. From The Port. The People. The History. (1st ed., p. 224), 
by Znotiņš, I. & Koziols, V., 2017, Rīga: Livonia Print.

149.	The cargo ship MSC Joy at the Baltic Container Terminal LTD on Kundziņsala. From The Port. The People. The 
History. (1st ed., p. 65), by Znotiņš, I. & Koziols, V., 2017, Rīga: Livonia Print.


