
his magnificent, panoramic view of riga 
shows part of the port area and the old town. in the foreground 
a schooner is moored, and further away several docked steamers 
testify to technological advancement and the consequences of 
the industrial revolution. the port in the distance is teeming 

with bustling figures, at the docks and on the land, reflecting riga’s 
status as one of the russian empire’s key centres of trade. to the right, 
faithfully reproduced by Ulrihs Boitmanis, is the distinctive and instantly 
recognisable silhouette of the spire of st. peter’s church that dominates 
the skyline. further to the left is the spire of the Dome cathedral, the 
protestant cathedral of riga, and the oldest church in Latvia, dating from 
the thirteenth century. facing onto the embankment, is the distillery 
of a.wolfschmidt, a brand which had the unusual distinction of not 
only being the vodka favoured by the tsars, but also is the only vodka 
specifically cited as being drunk by James Bond, in ian fleming’s 
novels.

today riga is the capital of Latvia and the biggest city in the Baltic 
states. situated on the Baltic sea coast at the mouth of the river Daugava, 
it was built on the site of an ancient finnic tribal settlement. Due to its 
strategic position on the Baltic, it was a much sought-after city and came 
under the rule of several different countries over the centuries, including 
poland, sweden and russia, Despite many centuries of war and changes 
of power the Baltic germans long remained the dominant demographic 
in the city, if not necessarily in numbers then certainly in terms of 
power and influence. however, in the mid-nineteenth century, Latvians 
began to supplant germans as the largest ethnic group in the city and 
subsequently russian replaced german as the official administrative 
language in 1891, the year in which this work was produced. at this 
point the city was undergoing great changes and an immense growth in 
population: in 1881 the population was recorded as 169,300 and by 1897 
it had jumped to 282,200. in 1900, the inhabitants of riga were a quarter 
Latvians, a quarter russians and half Baltic-germans. the wolfschmidt 
distillery reflects this ethnic mix, as close examination shows that it has 
the business’ name emblazoned in both roman and cyrillic alphabets. 

although little is known about Boitmanis, there is a significant group 

of paintings, including the present work, that date from the late 1880s 
and early 1890s, all of which depict different views or landmarks of riga, 
for example his depiction of the house of Dannenstern, one of Latvia’s 
best examples of Baroque architecture. Boitmanis’ urban landscapes all 
feature the same cool palette and precise, detailed observation of riga’s 
architecture. figures are used to animate his scenes but are invariably 
dwarfed by their surroundings. one potential reason that so little is 
currently known about Boitmanis is that his name has been transcribed 
incorrectly from his paintings: his first name has on occasion thought 
to have started with ‘a’ or ‘j’. however, the Latvian art historian romis 
Böhm (1927-1933) discovered references to a city landscape painter 
called Ulrihs Boitmann, and concluded this must be the painter of the 
group of exceptional riga landscapes.
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Ulrihs Boitmanis, House of Dannenstern, 1891, 
museum of the history of riga and navigation, riga (figure 1)




