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Inga Šteimane

ART AND
BROTHERHOOD

Esoteric Narratives in
Latvian Contemporary Art

I

The contemporary artist chooses esotericism – this has to be reckoned with quite
frequently. What has led to this acratic (a – to be against; Κράτος – 
power)1 milestone, to this “Enlightenment’s polemical Other’ with its 
“‘magic,’ ‘occult philosophy,’ ‘superstition,’ ‘the irrational,’ or even 
simply ‘stupidity’”,2 to which the Latvian Pavilion of the 57th International 
Exhibition La Biennale di Venezia also contributes by exhibiting Miķelis  
Fišers – one of the most prominent Latvian contemporary art esoterics?

The most well-known Western esoteric source, the Theosophical Society, 
appeared in 1875 with the idea “to collect and diffuse a knowledge of the laws 
which govern the universe”, but soon after it decided to create an institution - a 
Brotherhood of Humanity; in 1896 the society specified one of its main objectives: 
“To form a nucleus of the universal brotherhood of humanity without distinction 
of race, creed, sex, caste, or colour”3.

1 Barthes, Roland. The Rustle of Language. University of California Press, 1989. The Division of Languages, 
pp.111–126.
2 Hanegraaff, Wouter J. Religion and the Historical Imagination: Esoteric Tradition as Poetic Invention. Berlin:  
De Gruyter, 2017, p.139.
3 Abdill, Edward. The Universal Brotherhood of Humanity. Quest, 2008/9. Last viewed https://www.theosophical.
org/publications/1642 p.2. 20.02.2017.Miķelis Fišers. Neverforgiveness Express. 2016. Video Installation.
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The Venice Biennale was formed in 1895, so that art as “one of the most 
valuable elements of civilization” could foster “freedom of thought and fraternal 
understanding among all peoples”4. One can’t help but notice certain similarities in 
the objectives of the Venice Biennale and the Theosophical Society, as well as the 
fact that these goals are noble, global and political. Of course, the term ‘political’ 
in this case should be understood according to Roland Barthes’s deeper meaning: 
“as describing the whole of human relations in their real, social structure, in their 
power of making the world”5. However, there is a perceptible difference in word 
choice, which makes us heed the Theosophical goals carefully, whereas there 
are no concerns regarding the goals of the Biennale. The Theosophical words 
seem too emotive and categorical, while the justification of the art event –  is 
fitting. Let this comparison be the introduction to the conversation about esoteric 
narratives in art. 

The fact that contemporary art does not lack esoteric narrative could be linked 
to the access and prevalence of esoteric culture on the Internet. Pop culture also 
toys with it. But what’s even more important than the cultural surge, which 
carries the arts with it, is actually to focus on the artist’s individual choices, 
which ignore the general flow. Or the fact that the direction in which ‘all the 
progressive people’ are headed, the artist finds the opposite direction, falsely 
provoking talks of blind originality. It may turn out that originality pales in 
front of other motivations – the sense of proportion. The prevalence of esoteric 
narratives in contemporary art, where artists use cryptic mystical images and 
symbols, refer to paranormal or occult practices, as well as create objects 
similar to talismans6, as if demonstrating irrational tendencies, seems more 
appropriately defined through a craving for harmony rather than eccentricity. For 
idealism, rather than narcissism. Except this harmony should be sought out not 
according to classical criteria, but according to Boris Groys explanations. Where 
the pluralism of contemporary art, or the constant contradiction in specific 
works or artistic positions, are in mutual denial, where it is the common theme 
that unites and harmonizes all modern art7. Using the irrational and becoming 

irrational, contemporary art does not lose rationality and takes care of its sense 
of proportion – not in each individual work of art, but in the art world as a whole, 
and further afield. 

Technology-based functionalism – the backbone of our civilization – has for 
many years been protecting modern and contemporary art from unnecessary 
questions, stressing that only art is expected from art, while the institutionalized 
art environment more or less participates in creating exciting contemporary 
narratives and it is precisely these narratives that compete in the cultural arena. So, 
on the one hand art rationality and functionality is protected by professionalism 
(form), whatever that might mean in an era of anonymous material, but on the other 
hand – it is ensured by a close bond with politics, science and technology, which 
justifies the topicality of art in the agenda of progressive humanity (content). In 
one way or another, adapting to seasonal fluctuations, critics, curators, the artists 
themselves and politicians have warranted the contribution of contemporary art 
in tackling challenges. As we know, problem solving is the heart and capital 
of political rhetoric. Such an approach overshadows traditional value of art, an 
image, and thus pushes its critique aside. Though Aristotle once said: “The soul 
never thinks without an image”.8

4 Fleck, Robert. Die Biennale von Venedig. Eine Geschichte des 20. Jahrhunderts. Hamburg: Philo Fine Arts, 2009, 
p.36. Quoted from: Curiger, Bice. ILLUMInations, p. 43 // 54th International Art Exhibition: Catalogue.
5 Barthes, Roland. Mythologies. Selected and translated from the French by Annette Lavers. New York: Noonday 
Press, 1991, p.142.
6 Pasi, Marco. A Gallery of Changing Gods: Contemporary Art and the Cultural Fashion of the Occult.  
www.cesnur.org
7 Groys, Boris. Art Power. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2008.

Miķelis Fišers. Language Lesson. 2014. Video Installation.

8 Aristotle. De Anima III.7. 431 a 16.
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This two-speed economy has brought great, statistical growth to contemporary 
art. However, it has also brought about apathy and self-criticism that “objective 
forces manifest in art today as subjective acts without an actual subjectivity, to 
express the power of inhumanity to define what is most human. In other words, 
the power of art is not its own. Rather, it comes from the will of a greater socio-
economic authority, which uses art to merely ennoble the power it exercises over 
the global arrangement to which life is increasingly beholden for sustenance”.9 
This conclusion by Paul Chan, which corresponds to Groys’ suggested idea about 
contemporary art’s ability to self-regulate, seems like a red light for the unfair 
use of art and eventually reminds us of the soul’s thirst for gaining satisfaction 
from the miracle of existence.

Indiscriminate trust in official political events despite their vernacular choices 
(terrorism – administration, globalization – localization, etc.), as well as non-
critical association with the egalitarian climate of form in two ruling strips –  
contemporary object (design) or an alternative ready-made (concept) – has 
degraded the ability of art to not only be functional and productive in the spirit 
of positivity, but so that it can also “keep alive in man his spiritual intuitions”.10

Everything that is non-functional is increasingly being forced out from people’s 
lives, for the people, who are integrated in society, including unnecessary 
expectations and an unproductive longing for the universal brotherhood of 
humanity. Preference is placed on interests. Until recently, the majority of 
progressive people knew how to use these unnecessary and unproductive 
resources. Now the only ones who use them are healers, retreat teachers and 
unconventional thinkers.11 And artists. One can quite safely say that esoteric 
narratives in contemporary art have something to do with unnecessary hopes 
and unproductive longing for humanity. It turns out that esoteric deviation is a 
way to talk about the political. Moreover, if esoteric moralizing in everyday life 
still seems to be categorical and irrational, then the artistic context gives it an 
inspiring proportionality.

II

The Latvian Pavilion at the 57th International Art Exhibition La Biennale di 
Venezia is represented by Miķelis Fišers, in whose work esoteric narratives 
are one of the main materials. The artist studies literature – for example, Sal 
Rachele’s The Real History of the Earth (2016), Miranda Lundy’s & Anthony 
Ashton’s Quadrivium: The Four Classical Liberal Arts of Number, Geometry, 
Music, & Cosmology (2010), Ancient Wisdom and Secret Societies. Illustrated 
History of Secret Teachings Hidden Behind Rituals, Symbols and Mysteries of All 
Times (1984)12; he is familiar with symbols, the latest conspiracy theories about 
the Earth’s true history and the conquest of space, he visits and paints power 
places – the Holy Valley in Peru, the Sun Island on Titicaca Lake, the North 
Cape in Norway, Zona del Silencio in Mexico, Central American pyramids, the 
Atitlan lake in Guatemala, the Karadag in Crimea, rock piles in Pokaiņi, the 
Mežotne castle mound, Saaremaa in Estonia. He used to practise psychedelic 9 Chan, Paul. What Art Is and Where it Belongs. e-flux, Journal #10, November 2009. Quoted from:  

http://www.e-flux.com/journal/10/61356/what-art-is-and-where-it-belongs/ 25.01.2017. 
10 Abdill, Edward, ibid.
11 A typical example is the founder of Universal Medicine, admired in Australia, Serge Benhayon’s statement: 
“Humanity has replaced love with emotion, harmony with relaxation, bliss and calm; and joy with happiness.  
The replacements all need substances and or incidents to make them happen, whereas the originals only require  
you in full”. From: http://www.unimedliving.com/books-ebooks/unimed-publishing-books/esoteric-teachings- 
and-revelations/a-new-study-for-mankind.html#sthash.Qwa3Kw2S.dpuf.

12 The artist read these books in Russian: Сэл Рэйчел. Подлинная история Земли. Москва: Велигор, 2016  
(Sal Rachel. The Real History of the Earth. Moscow: Veligor, 2016); Джон Мартино (и др.). Сакральная 
геометрия, нумерология, музыка, космология, или КВАДРИВИУМ. От Пифагора до наших дней. Золотой 
фонд эзотерики. Москва: Эксмо, 2015 (John Martino (and others). Quadrivium: The Four Classical Liberal Arts 
of Number, Geometry, Music, & Cosmology. Gold fund of esotericism. Moscow: Eksmo, 2015); Мудрость древних 
и тайные общества: Ил. история тайных учений, скрытых за ритуалами, символами и мистериями всех 
времен (ред. Жеребцов, А.И.). Смоленск: Русич, 1995 (Ancient Wisdom and Secret Societies. Illustrated History 
of Secret Teachings Hidden Behind Rituals, Symbols and Mysteries of All Times (edited by Zherebtsov, A.I.). 
Smolensk: Rusich, 1995).

Miķelis Fišers, Jānis Viņķelis. Saving Module. 1994. Video Installation.
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states, but over the last ten years he has been practising Qigong. “The experience 
I gained through altered states of consciousness, were often more convincing 
than the knowledge derived by this reality,” says the artist.13 In response to the 
question whether the world could do without the painful and unpleasant human 
interactions, which many of his works are devoted to, the artist says: “Yes, if you 
accept that responsibility. It is for each person to take responsibility for his or 
her actions and thoughts. [...] I think that noteworthy work of art must be able to 
change people and make them better”.14 

Miķelis Fišers’ ontology of art for more than twenty years has evolved from 
painted schematic alien–human sex scenes Sex’n’Spaceships (1995)15 to detailed  
opuses – paintings, carvings and installations, such as Officers Ball Together with 
Extraterrestrials in Honour to Osama Bin Laden Elimination at the Vaulted Hall, 
Neues Schwabenland. (2011, painting), In Front of New Gates (2008, painting), 
Ecumenical Service at the Wailing Wall (2014, wood carving), Seasonal Mating 
(2014, wood carving), Reptilians Harvest Body-Worms on Collective Ayahuasca 
Ceremony (2017, wood carving); as well as from an installation of the critique of 

science ethics God Is. Dogs Cannot Read (1995) to the critique of bureaucracy and 
functionalism in a video installation Language Lesson (2014). He has dedicated a 
painting to Latvian parapsychologist who made spiritual audio recordings for ten 
years (1965–1974)16. Back in the 90s, as well as today, Miķelis Fišers has created 
“artistic works as a means to induce extraordinary experiences, which can be 
interpreted as having spiritual/mystical/initiatory/shamanic/magical qualities”.17 
For example, the 1994 installation Saving Module involved a room placed in the 
exhibition space without the possibility to open its door from within, and the 
same year, the Alvils Indriksons version had a dwelling inhabitant in the room 
(both were conceived together with artist Jānis Viņķelis (1968–1994)), and here 
we can see the “Application for an alternative model of individual development 
in the eventually approaching changeover of the human race, which is inevitably 
associated with both the physical and socio-psychological transformation of each 
specimen of species with an ability to survive”.18 Whereas, the video performance 
Neverforgiveness Express (2016) with the participation of the artist has a 
shamanistic ritual form, and most likely, content as well, where the shaman’s 
moral obligation is to recite the words targeting the viewer’s conscience directly, 
in order to achieve a subversive outcome dedicated to the critique of revenge19. 
The artist used a broad aggregate of unofficial knowledge for the artworks’ 
content and form.

Miķelis Fišers is convinced that life is wasted. A lot of his work is dedicated 
to this, such as his solo-exhibition Disgrace, three years ago20 and the Latvian 
Pavilion What Can Go Wrong at the 57th International Art Biennale in Venice. It’s 
an intuitive, generalized thought, which is based on observations of life weighing 

Miķelis Fišers. God Is. Dogs Cannot Read. 1995.

13 Telephone conversation with Miķelis Fišers. 09.03.2017. 
14 Reptiļu dresūras stunda (The Hour of Training Reptiles). Inga Šteimane’s interview with Miķelis Fišers // 
arterritory.com 28.11.2014.
15 The work was censored and removed from the exhibition Misfits: 6th Triennial of Young Baltic Art,  
1995, Vilnius.

16 The Strange Relations of Konstantīns Raudive, 2011. Konstantīns Raudive (1909–1974) was a Latvian writer 
and intellectual, he studied extensively abroad, later becoming a student of Carl G. Jung. In exile following the 
Soviet re-conquest of Latvia in World War II, he taught at the University of Uppsala in Sweden. Raudive studied 
parapsychology and investigated electronic voice phenomena (EVP). He published a book on EVP, Breakthrough: 
An Amazing Experiment In Electronic Communication With The Dead in 1971.
17 Pasi, Marco. A Gallery of Changing Gods: Contemporary Art and the Cultural Fashion of the Occult.  
www.cesnur.org
18 Miķelis Fišers, Jānis Viņķelis // Valsts. (State) [catalogue], SMMC, 1994.
19 The artist’s spoken text can be heard in the videoperformance Neverforgiveness Express:
has to die / has to die / everybody has to die / everybody has to die / the rooster has to die / the dog has to die /
the goater has to die / the pig has to die / the gods have to die / the russians have to die / the germans and the jews 
have to die / all the traitors have to die / maybe therefore / maybe therefore / it is snowing all the time / it is snowing 
all the time.
20 Miķelis Fišers received the Latvian contemporary art prize Purvīša balva 2015 for his solo exhibition Disgrace.
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Miķelis Fišers. Officers Ball Together with Extraterrestrials in Honour of Osama Bin Laden’s Elimination  
at the Vaulted Hall, Neues Schwabenland.  2011. Oil on canvas. 308 x 290 cm.

it against the subjective ideal. At the bottom of it all (that everything needs to 
change), this reminds us of Vassily Kandinsky’s confidence from more than a 
hundred years ago, when he made his legendary opus Über das Geistige in der 
Kunst (Concerning the Spiritual in Art), where he wrote about “the last hour 
of spiritual turning”.21 Kandinsky abandoned narrative and created abstract art, 
which, in his view, reflected the transition from old naturalism and materialism 
to new spirituality. Miķelis Fišers, by contemplating the new age22, offers horrific 
figurative dystopias and in his academic years already knew that his work would 
be ‘literature’ rather than ‘formal art’23. The comparison is urged by the fact that 
such different works (Viva Arte Viva) were incurred from a similar theosophical 
basis about the transition to a new era, used by both artists24 – this transition has 
already stretched out over a century, so Kandinsky and Fišers are talking about 
the same thing! 

Kandinsky was acting like an iconoclast, but he called into question the tradition 
of the ideal. Art, in Kandinsky’s version, continues to create myths about the 
global scene, but the artist makes sure the scene is modern. As Groys stated: 
“Iconoclasm’s purpose is to prove that the old gods have lost their power and are 
subsequently no longer able to defend their earthly temples and images”25, and 
this new mythic identity – abstraction, if people believe such things, can make 
the real world better. 

Miķelis Fišers’ work looks very different when observed from the perspective of 
the myth. With carved, bright lines, on polished black wood or with a thin ray 
of light in low-tech light boxes, the artist shows how lizards cultivate worms in 
the human body, how aliens convert a concert into a public washroom, and how 

21 Vasily Kandinsky. Über das Geistige in der Kunst: Insbesondere in der Malerei [Concerning the Spiritual in Art: 
Especially in Painting], 1911, p.54.
22 “[...] I cancelled the transaction in the last moment. It’s no longer the nineties, after all, and Doomsday is expected 
to look very differently now. It’s unlikely that you will get to enter the new era with three tablets on a black canvas. 
[…] Miķelis Fišers. 05.05.2012. Quoted from Miķelis Fišers (put together by Odrija Fišere, Miķelis Fišers), Rīga: 
Mākslas arsenāla pētījumu fonds, 2012, p.40.
23 [...] for the work “to not be counted in the category of formal work,” […] “I am not interested in formal work  
at all, I think it’s boring” […] “when I was studying I never even considered that they might be right – that is there 
 is literature, then it’s shit”. Quoted from: Inga Šteimane. Sometimes He is Understood, or its Miķelis Fišers’  
Message-Art, Studija, 1999, p.28, p. 34.
24 Read more about Kandinsky’s relation to Theosophic points of view: Sixten Ringbom. Art in ‘The Epoch of  
the Great Spiritual’: Occult Elements in the Early Theory of Abstract Painting. Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes. Vol. 29 (1966), pp. 386–418.
25 Groys, Boris. Art Power. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2008, pp. 67–81. 
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reptiles cut up incapacitated people partaking in holotropic breathing techniques. 
Cruel, anecdotal, but well-organized politics accurately staged in a historical 
setting. This is one of the most interesting aspects of Miķelis Fišers’ work – 
to detect, how an artist-made myth enters historical conditions. It is achieved 
with detailed drawings of the environment, with a touchingly accurate portrayal 
of psychological reactions and by using verbs in titles. Barthes argues that the 
language of the producer is not mythical and “wherever [man] links his language 
to the making of things, metalanguage is referred to a language-object, and myth 
is impossible”.26 And Miķelis Fišers with his consequent use of verbs and facts 
in his titles objectifies language and all his situations obtain historical form: 
if reptilians treat sterilized Mermaids’ depression, grey-raced scientists remove 
stem cells from a Cyclops, but digital demons devour the guts of unbelieving 
clergymen, then the myth is not possible, because everyone is occupied with 
production and politics. Watching this hustle and bustle, there are countless 
“whys”, until finally you realize that you have actually seen and experienced 
irresponsible policies, alienated functionalism and a complete unwillingness to 
live in such a world.

Miķelis Fišers. The Weird Contacts of Konstantīns Raudive. 2011. Oil on canvas. 130 x 125 cm.

Miķelis Fišers. Ecumenical Service at the Wailing Wall.  2014.
Wood, paint, carving. 21 x 29,7 cm.

26 Barthes, Roland. Mythologies. Selected and translated from the French by Annette Lavers. New York :  
Noonday Press, 1991, p. 146.
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Miķelis Fišers. In Front of New Gates.  2008. Oil on canvas. 200 x 162 cm.

Miķelis Fišers’ exalted view in a congenial tone is written about in Latvian 
philosopher Maija Kūle’s book, which attempts to factually achieve what 
Fišers merges through images: “In the modern world it is ever more apparent 
that violence against people is enacted not only with weapons, but also with 
deception, malice and disregard for their suffering. One of the causes of the 
global financial crisis, also in Latvia starting in 2008, was ethical – even though 
economists and politicians would prefer to explain the situation purely from their 
own point of view, yet the crisis pops up in moral categories: there is no decency 
and responsibility. There is fraud on a global scale”.27 As expected, the book was 
criticised for being too categorical and deemed the “fly-paper of psychoanalysis”, 
adding that “anyone from the many directions of this field will find material here 
that will show how helpless the philosophy professors and doctors are against 
their own subconscious”.28

Miķelis Fišers’ work doesn’t encounter attacks of this sort. The esoteric deviation 
has turned out to be an effective way to discuss politics on the art stage and 
contemplate the brotherhood of humanity. Of course, this wouldn’t be possible 
without the virtuous form, in which Miķelis Fišers works. And we’re not just 
talking about aesthetics and conceptual alchemy, which has been achieved in 
his works, or the excellent craftsmanship and the well-built thinking trajectory. 
Miķelis Fišers purposefully uses that which Paul Chan calls the power of the 
art itself, and that’s no different from being different. Being different from 
politics, philosophy, design, religion, science and esotericism, but trying to be in 
a conditional spatial point where all the individual details of these constructed 
fields lose their distinctions through their sharp edges. Attempting to define 
its historical difference from art that was created before it, contemporary art 
has become careless in relation to the rest of the world. It’s starting to liken to 
everything else. Miķelis Fišers has taken this into consideration. He relies on and 
uses the distinctiveness of art in the traditional manner known for centuries – 
intuitively creating images that express the essence, though to be fair, not without 
conceptual stylization.

27 Kūle, Maija. Jābūtības vārdi. Etīdes par zināšanām un vērtībām mūsdienu Latvijā. (Words on Moral Obligations. 
Etudes of knowledge and values of contemporary Latvia) Rīga: Zinātne, 2016, p.327.
28 Kluinis, Arnis. Baiļu aprīta jābūtība. (Moral Obligation Swallowed up by Fear) Neatkarīgā Rīta Avīze, 08.04.2016.
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Miķelis Fišers. Ferryman. 2012. Oil on canvas. 60 x 50 cm. Miķelis Fišers. The Master. From the series Sometimes They Return. 1993. Oil on canvas. 60 x 50 cm.
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Miķelis Fišers. Wisor.  2010. Oil on canvas. 159 x 125 cm.Miķelis Fišers. New Earth. Inauguration of the First King. 2013. Oil on canvas, 290 x 215 cm.
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Miķelis Fišers. Quetzalcoatl.  2012. Oil on canvas. 241 x 214 cm. Miķelis Fišers. The New World / Noviy Svet.  2012. Oil on canvas. 159 x 200 cm.
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Miķelis Fišers. The Royal Hunt. Season Opening. 2012. Oil on canvas. 200 x 324 cm.
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Miķelis Fišers. Poet. 2011. Oil on canvas. 268 x 373 cm. Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art.
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III

We continue with an insight into esoteric narratives of Latvian contemporary  
art.29 There is a great diversity: the use of symbols in a direct or a freer manner; 
contemplation of the mystical, occult, paranormal and secret visions or reflection 
of a personal experience; creation of serious or grotesque fetish-like objects. 
Seeking a new, untraditional argument-based ethos seems to be closer to 
esotericism than to politics. 

Art critic Elita Ansone, in her paper The Search for Forms of Individual 
Secular Spirituality in Latvian Art (1960s-2012) which involves “metaphysical, 
transcendental, irrational, mystical, cosmic, paranormal and religious 
connotations” in Latvian art, includes also esotericism, and she arrives at a 
conclusion that “a metaphysical component, identifiable in Latvian art since 
the 90s, is a kind of a protest, opposition in the search for the alternative to 
the unacceptable economic, social and political processes”.30 By criticizing the 
policy implemented in Latvia, Latvian philosopher Igors Šuvajevs admits: “Man 
is a value in words, but in practical life – he is not. [..] This implies our falling 
into forms of a reduced life and thinking. Into some barbarism”.31 Gradually 
expanding and skipping Brexit and Trump, SpaceX is also about a disappointment 
with the Earth or at least a contemporary utopia, promising to finish the inter-
planetary transport system already in 2024, so as to provide the opportunity for 
people to leave Earth and in the coming 50–150 years establish a self-sufficient 
society on Mars32. We may only guess how life and esoteric concepts will change 
after that. At the present moment, esoteric narratives in contemporary art are 
frequently a social voice, but, naturally, there are other cases as well.

Jānis Viņķelis (1968–1994) created a striking esoteric narrative for his first 
and only solo-exhibition Spanish Archers and Viņķelis (1992). The titles of 
paintings, for instance such as Spanish Archers Receive the Pump Formula.  

29 The meaning of esotericism in this text is broader than Western esotericism and includes non-traditional ethoses 
and conspiracy theories.
30 Elita Ansone. The Search for Forms of Individual Secular Spirituality in Latvian Art (1960s–2012).  
Doctoral Thesis. Research Manager: Dr. Eduards Kļaviņš, Rīga, 2015.
31 Bens Latkovskis. Igors Šuvajevs: Ne katrs, kurš izskatās pēc cilvēka, ir cilvēks” [Not Everyone Who Looks  
Like a Man, is a Man]. Neatkarīgā Rīta Avīze, 20.06.2014. From: http://nra.lv/latvija/119751-igors-suvajevs- 
ne-katrs-kurs-izskatas-pec-cilveka-ir-cilveks.htm 10.08.2017.
32 Jackie Wattles. SpaceX’s Elon Musk lays out the plan to put humans on Mars. Quoted from:  
http://money.cnn.com/2016/09/27/technology/spacex-elon-musk-mars-colonization/ 08.03.2017.

Miķelis Fišers. Flood. 2009. Oil on canvas. 195 x 155 cm.
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The New King (1989), Spanish Archers Kill the Traitors. Midgets (1989), Last  
Spanish Archers. The Sea of Times Lost (1991), as well as their detailed para- 
normal images impart ‘historical character’ and ‘credibility’ to the story. The image 
concepts ranging from fairy-tales, scientific fiction, religion (Christian), theosophy 
(Guards) as well as social images (lone mothers) are mixed and combined in 
paradoxical combinations. Viņķelis painted also Bear-men, covered up a jar of mud 
bearing a label Secret Experiment 1903, created his own hieroglyphs and had planned  
a mega-utopia in his diploma work (1994): to transform the Soviet military  
object – the Skrunda radio-locator – into artist studios (this 19-storey tower housed 
a former Soviet Daryal radar system, and was blown up in 1995 by American 
demolition experts). One work on composition, produced by Viņķelis at the 
Academy of Art, was like a dramatic story about biological robots (1989), and he 
perfectly stylized in it both theories of conspiracy and drawing – representing 
UFO as drawn by amateur artists, and the text – as a scientific report devoid of 
personality handed in by some agent of the Space Coalition Observers’ Unit. 
All stories created by Viņķelis were exaggerated or even tragic.33 Janis Viņķelis 
was the best friend of Miķelis Fišers; in 1994, they worked on two installations 
together: Saving Module – a room with doors which cannot be opened from 
inside, and Alvis Indriksons – with a man living in the room. Both of these works 
were platforms for meeting the New Epoch and the change of the human race.

Gints Gabrāns (1970) communicates with scientists and uses information 
provided by science (physics, biology) when creating his art works. However, in 
several works, produced on the basis of science, Gabrāns integrates also mystical, 

Jānis Viņķelis. Spanish Archers Receive  
the Pump Formula. The New King. 1989.
The collection of  the Mūkusala Art Salon.

Gints Gabrāns. Beauty Mirror. 2007.
Latvian Pavilion of the 52th International
Exhibition La Biennale  di Venezia.

Gints Gabrāns. Ēdiens 2050 / Foood 2050. Since 2014. 
Installation in the exhibition “Blumbergs. Infinity”,  
2017, Art Station Dubulti, Jūrmala.

Jānis Viņķelis.
Biological Robots.
(fragment). 1989

33 In 1994 Jānis Viņķelis drowned. See: Inga Šteimane. Jānis Viņķelis, Rīga: Neputns, 2003.

secret and paranormal aspects. In the Latvian Pavilion at the 52nd International 
Art Exhibition La Biennale di Venezia Gabrāns created Paramirrors (2007).  
The installation had mirrors, which, according to the author’s description, 
reflect a specific polarized light and are able to renew the facial skin just like a 
certified light therapy within the range of light waves of a therapeutic window  
(600–1400 nm). Moreover, to substantiate the effect of these mirrors Gabrāns 
reminded us about torsion fields (“physiological and psychological effects related 
to polarized and full moon light are caused by the so called torsion fields”); 
just torsion fields are credited with the ability to represent consciousness, 
thinking and Universal Reason as a physical reality, and extrasensory perception 
has been explained with this phenomenon as well.34 In the description of the 
project, the artist indicates the fact that a reflected light may change the state 
of consciousness. Torsion fields caused a significant social turbulence in Latvia 
at the turn of the century35. Marko Pasi, historian of Hermetic Philosophy, 
illustrates his classification of how esoteric aspects manifest themselves in art 
with Gabrāns’ Paramirrors.36

34 G[ints] G[abrāns]. Paramirrors // Catalogue Paramirrors. Paraspoguļi. Gints Gabrāns. La Biennale di Venezia. 
52nd International Art Exhibition, LLMC: Rīga, 2007. Without p.n.
35 In 2001, Dr.habil.math. Andris Buiķis published a book, titled Are We the Ones Who We Really Are. Naming it 
a book about the “meaning of life”, the author promotes the torsion field theory, referring to Anatoly Akimov and 
Gennady Shipov. Torsion field theory has been embraced as an explanation for telepathy, levitation, clairvoyance, 
ESP, and other paranormal phenomena.
36 “The second type is the production of artistic objects (..) that can be interpreted as talismans or fetishes, or as  
the result of manipulation of matter that can be associated to occult sciences such as alchemy or magic. In this  
case, the object is the final step of a magical procedure and/or is endowed with magical powers. An interesting 
example could be the Beauty Mirror of Latvian artist Gints Gabrāns (2007). From: Pasi, Marco. A Gallery of 
Changing Gods: Contemporary Art and the Cultural Fashion  
of the Occult. www.cesnur.org
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drawing material – charcoal (carbon, C) – is “a brick of the organic world”38. The 
allotropic form of carbon is both diamond and graphene – the future “material 
of everything”, and they also appear in Virtmanis’ works. In his solo-exhibition 
10 000 Facets of Melancholy (2012), every object was created like an original 
fetish of entropy – of an endless process of disintegration, unavoidable decline of 
‘things’, of frustrated hopes of all times and all people, of unfulfilled intentions 
and losses39. The secret weapon of Arturs Virtmanis is an ethos, what he builds 
up by reading Fernando Pessoa. “What he writes and thinks about seems to be 
good antimatter for mass indifference, stereotyped thinking and obtuseness that 
results from this”, says the artist.40

Diāna Adamaite (1980) calls her paintings and drawings “direct experience”, 
and during the process of creation she likes “to dance mysteriousness”. After 
finishing her works, the artist’s criterion is: whether what has been behind is 
seen, whether the flow that has been at that moment is seen.41 In her opinion, the 
word “esotericism” has been trivialized. Diāna Adamaite reads and translates 
works by those who advocate a non-dualistic and non-hierarchical world view, 
and this new unofficial ethos is very important for her.42 “The aspect of power 
is unnecessary, absolutely made-up and added to everything due to fear created 

Gints Gabrāns’ project Ēdiens 2050/Foood 2050 is also related to esotericism, 
politically leading to the theory of conspiracy. The story of Foood 2050 is 
built on scientific information about how the genetic modification of metabolic 
bifidobacteria, by imparting to it the ability of synthesizing the enzyme to 
digest cellulose, would increase the effectiveness of food. As the result of such 
transformations, people could eat wood and paper, and use legumes and bread 
better. In parallel, the work involves information stating that already in 2050 
the required amount of food (in calories) we have to produce will grow by 70% 
compared to the present. Here a question arises: does the story about the ‘secret’ 
enzyme have a secret addressee too? Or, perhaps: is this leading the greedy 
politicians and businessmen into temptation?

Philosophical narratives by Arturs Virtmanis (1971) are existential, however 
his site-specific works, such as What Hath God Wrought (2014, The Drawing 
Center, NY) or A Sorry Theory of Everything (2015, The Blue Star Contemporary 
Art Museum in San Antonio, Texas), have an occult overtone. Arturs Virtmanis 
creates his art works like an architect of invisible worlds. Wide-ranging culture 
studies are the method how artist selects or infers symbolic elements from  different 
spheres and teachings. Cabala, calligraphy, Morse code, voodoo, drawing, 
fairy-tales, technologies, Tarot cards, determinism, and many other spheres are 
integrated into Virtmanis’ works. He implements “the idea about intensively 
tangled and impacted cultural-historical references”37, which have been cut off 
from their source and have taken on mystical implications. Virtmanis’ basic 

Arturs Virtmanis. A Sorry Theory of Everything.
2015, Blue Star Contemporary Art Museum,
San Antonio, Texas.

Diāna Adamaite. From the drawing series L6A. 2012.Arturs Virtmanis. What Hath God Wrought.
2014, Drawing Center,  NY.

37 E-mail from Arturs Virtmanis to Inga Šteimane, April 27, 2017.

38 Arturs Virtmanis in conversation with Inga Šteimane, February 25, 2017.
39 Invitation to the exhibition, from the archive of Inga Šteimane.
40 Agita Salmiņa. Ekspresintervija ar Arturu Virtmani [Express-Interview with Arturs Virtmanis], arterritory.lv 
27.11.2014. From http://www.arterritory.com/lv/zinas/4231-ekspresintervija_ar_arturu_virtmani/ 08.03.2017.
41 Diāna Adamaite in conversation with Inga Šteimane, February 22, 2017.
42 Lisa Cairns, Karl Renz and others.
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a ship. The many facets can be opened. You can dip into it so deeply that no other 
ear, eye, or sense would perceive it. If all facets are open, the form is penetrated 
by the air. Then, evidently, it’s a spaceship”.45

In America, Henrijs Preiss’ (1973) Artefacts were called “Native American 
Art”, though the artist knows little about the Indians. He admits that he has not 
been much impressed by “various books on Masons and symbols”, however after 
reading Foucault’s Pendulum he felt that “this is a book I have been seeking 
for 100 years” and “though the book is intended for the opposite effect – Eco 
explains everything very simply, saying that everything is the game of our 
imagination, the book left a completely opposite impression on me,” says the 
artist, inspired by the immense opportunities discovered in the book. Having 
read Eco’s book, Henrijs Preiss looks much more attentively at things, searches 
for secret symbols in them, pays attention to Masons’ forms and signs, tests by 
his eyes all dots, signs which are supposed to be there, because “some matrix, 
geometry still shows up even in the simplest landscape,” the artist is convinced.46

In her first solo-exhibition Woman and Wolves (2003), Kristīne Kursiša (1979) 
presented art works inspired by applied mysticism among them also a scary 
video installation The Diagnostics of Karma. The design of this exhibition 
resembled the aesthetics of a fortune-teller’s salon. In turn, the solo exhibition 
Out of Control (2009) was created, as Kristīne Kursiša recalls, by applying  

by a fictional greedy “Ego”,” says Adamaite, adding: “I have resistance to the 
‘special’. The artist uses a brush, the street sweeper – a broom: both in the same 
cosmos. Is a brush anything special?”.43

Evelīna Vida (also Evelīna Deičmane, born 1978) also removes hierarchy – in 
her works narratives are created by spontaneously fusing the normal, paranormal, 
historical, mythical, critical, intuitive etc. Works by Evelīna Vida have that 
‘natural’ and non-commercial esoteric background which can be observed in 
the countryside when communicating with ‘common women’ who are sowing 
carrots observing the cosmos, or with children who can see the colour of 
thoughts (author’s own childhood experience), or with an artist “who is found by 
information”44. The explanation as to the hybrids of beings, seen in the series of 
photographs Black Fairy-Tales (2012), is the angle of vision – everybody sees what 
is familiar for him (for somebody this will be supernatural beings, for another – 
a trick, for somebody else – parallels with spooky sculptures by Theo Mercier; 
the project was implemented in collaboration). In turn, the drawings from the 
series Master Of Emptiness (2014) have un-deciphered geometry, anticipation of 
a cabalistic grid and in the title – the highest title in the hierarchy of Freemasons 
– “Master”. Evelīna Vida considers that our scientific tradition is too diligent at 
popularizing the human independence of ‘big objects’. The description of the 
installation Division of Time (2012) signals about secret knowledge in the author’s 
experience: “Occasionally it seems that inside the body you have transformed 
into geometrical forms. Into four triangles. Their apexes are my mind. In the 
centre – my heart. The bases of forms glide along the surface of water. Perhaps, 

Evelīna Vida (also Evelīna Deičmane). From the drawing 
series Master Of Emptiness. 2014.

Evelīna Vida (also Evelīna Deičmane).  
From the solo show Division of Time. 2012.

Henrijs Preiss. From the solo  show Artefacts. 2013.

43 Diāna Adamaite in conversation with Inga Šteimane, February 22, 2017.
44 Evelīna Vida in conversation with Inga Šteimane, February 26, 2017.

45 http://www.kim.lv/programma/Izstades/Evelinas_Deicmanes_personalizstade_
„Laika_dalisana”/227/1. Viewed: 09.03.2017.
46 Sergejs Timofejevs. Henrijs Preiss. Pasaule un tās shēmas [Henrijs Preiss. The World and Its Schemes]. 
arterritory.lv 18.03.2015. Last viewed: 10.03.2017.
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“the magic eye” to ordinary things, thus obtaining things that might serve a 
different purpose.47

Kristians Brekte (1981) creates many of his works like objects of fetish, being 
influenced by contemporary subcultures interwoven with occult traditions and 
stylizing psychedelic temperament (solo exhibitions Pure Evil (2012); Dead Ain’t 
Done (2015) a. o.). In the same way he conceptualizes the traditional heritage – 
curses, sorcery and belief in magic expressions, for instance, he introduced his 
home page for a while with the announcement: “If you read this, you will die 
in a minute.” His basic element is virtuosity, and it makes mysticism and horror 
especially effective (“I have received even a hate mail!”).48

Harijs Brants (1970) has been led to his ‘esoteric’ images not by literature or 
any text-book, but rather by the specific process of drawing – meditative, lengthy 
strokes, the nuanced grey of graphite – from the lightest to the darkest shades, and 
a ‘dusty’ surface. Visions of the artist’s imagination emerge during the process of 
work and, as he admits, if the drawn images agree with the concepts about what 
is occult, mystical or paranormal, then two or more sub-consciousnesses meet.49

Aija Zariņa creates the plots of her latest paintings by fusing myths, esoteric 
theories and political criticism. In the earlier period of her activity (mid-80s), due 
to fauvist colour scheme, deformation of figures and ‘shameless’ everyday plots, 
she was faced with outbursts of public wrath. Abstracting from specific stories 
which have changed over time, it’s obvious that for her paintings Aija Zariņa 
selects the world she knows, whose history she can accept and whose future she 
can shape. 
Aija Zariņa’s (1954) latest series of paintings Anno Domini (2017) is about “the 
origin of human civilization”. There she employs facts from Glubinnaja kņiga, 
fairy-tales by Gelendziks, Nartu chronicles (according to the author) as well as 
interpretations of the present and historical events. The central questions of the 
cycle are whether people know themselves and what direction of development 
they will take. The description of the picture How the Titans Built the World 
relates to a theosophical world interpretation about the Titans, ancient dwellers 
on the earth. Speaking about the picture, Aija Zariņa says: “A contemporary 
mortal does not even marvel at this perfect world he lives in, he uses it and like 
an irresponsible child pollutes and spoils it – infects it with a virus – his own 
intellect”. The descriptions of images mention “space scientists–angels”, “sunken 
logos”, “The Sun’s approach to the centre of the Galaxy” and “The setting of a 
galactic day”, which seem to promise changes in the development of civilization. 
The painting Adigeja addresses the Tree of Life or Life Source, “which seems 
desirable to any Alien [..], therefore, since times immemorial Aliens intend to 
obtain the genetics of Earth dwellers through crossing”.50

Kristīne Kursiša. The Diagnostics of Karma. 2003. Kristians Brekte. The Truth Is Out There. 2011. Harijs Brants. The Individual Unconscious VII (Garbage Collector). 
2003. The collection of the Mūkusala Art Salon.

Harijs Brants. Uncle. 2006.

47 Video: Puvītis Prize 2011: Kristīne Kursiša. https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=2nmes-JqAFo
48 Sandra Landorfa. Latviešu šausmu māksla: piedāvā skandalozais Brekte” [Latvian Horror 
Art: Scandalous Brekte] . www.kasjauns.lv, 18.03.2012. http://mob.kasjauns.lv/raksts/
zinas/162491-latviesu-sausmu-maksla-piedava-skandalozais-brekte.
49 Harijs Brants in conversation with Inga Šteimane, February 19, 2017. 50 All quotations from: Aija Zariņa. Anno Domini. Stories behind each painting.  

A4 sheet, from the archive of Inga Šteimane.
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When asked what encouraged her to start exploring the space theme 20 years 
ago, Solveiga Vasiļjeva (1954) says: “We are elements of a space matrix with 
a specific code (DNS, RNS a. o.), subjected to a common system. From this it 
follows that everything we tell about or depict is the experience and memory of 
cells and molecules. My experience and memory has been shaped by unusual 
events, for example, such as transferring in time and space, experienced in 
1982. After that I have had several more meetings with the representatives of 
extraterrestrial civilizations, which I have even managed to take photos of. This 
experience has made me think about our civilization as about a primitive form 
of life which eats up the planet it lives on”.51 Solveiga Vasiļjeva produces big-size 
drawings, sculptures, photos and video installations.

Esoteric narratives in Latvian contemporary art manifest themselves in various 
ways. Artists focus on some teaching, apply specific knowledge and spread it, 
experience inspirations and try to depict them in their art works, ironically or 
attractively mimic, and intellectually reflect on what is mystical, occult esoteric. 
Esoteric aspects are also a platform for a political commentary. After the collapse 
of the ideology of communism, since the beginning of the 90s esoteric narratives 
have become “quite a noticeable stream”.52

Aija Zariņa. Adigeja. 2017. Solveiga Vasiļjeva. Drawing from the exhibition Hierarchy. 2016.

51 Mākslas mutācijas Majoros [Art Mutation at Majori]. arterritory.com. 30.04.2013.
52 Elita Ansone. The Search for Forms of Individual Secular Spirituality in Latvian Art (1960s–2012)”.  
Doctoral Thesis. Research Manager: Dr. Eduards Kļaviņš, Rīga, 2015.


