The creative landscape

In discussing the Pedvāle Museum in relation to education, I should first say that creating the museum is itself a never-ending process of self-education and learning new things for all those involved in this unusual project. 

The Pedvāle Open-Air Art Museum was founded in 1992 by sculptor Ojārs Feldbergs. 

The Open-Air art museum at Pedvale is situated in the cultural region of Western Latvia called Kuzeme, 120 km from Riga. It covers about 100 ha on the left bank of the Abava River Valley, near a town of Sabile.

The museum was created at a time of major political and economic change in Latvia. Art life too changed completely at this time, both in terms of creative and organisational aspects. The development of Pedvāle is closely connected with events in Latvia, with the development of cultural policy, with creative processes and the development of artistic ideas. All of these changes have in some way affected the Pedvāle Museum too. Over the course of time, Pedvāle has become a very creative place. It has been proved that currently the most suitable way for the place to exist is through ensuring the continual development of creative processes: artists work here, creating and renewing the art exhibition in Pedvāle Park and in the manors.

During more than a decade of its existence, the museum has become recognised and has earned the trust of artists and visitors. However, its creation and development is by no means complete. Quite the opposite: Pedvāle is continually developing and is seeking ever-new opportunities for cooperating with artists working in various fields and with the interested public. 

The concept behind the Pedvāle Open-Air Art Museum is integration into a single environment of the natural landscape, the cultural landscape and art.

The landscape is not only a location for exhibiting works of art, but is in itself a work of art. The Pedvāle landscape is being shaped and altered. It is also an inexhaustible source of material for the creation of new works of art. In creating new works, artists are invited to seek inspiration and impressions from nature, and to use environmental motifs in their work. When creating new works of art, particular attention is given to their placement in the landscape, to the interaction of nature and the object. In creating their works, artists generally utilise simple materials available in nature: stone, sand and wood. The works also make use of water, wind and fire, as well as various plants. The landscape – the relief, meadows, fields, valleys, trees and shrubs – come to form part of the work of art, providing the emotive and ideational content of the work and the overall mood.

Every year, the museum chooses a theme that becomes the main inspiration for creative work throughout the season. In 2001, the museum began a four-year project ‘Prime Elements of the World – Fire, Water, Air, Earth’. Each of these elements becomes the common theme for one season, and artists develop this theme in their works. The theme for the 2004 season is the earth element, and the title of the season is ‘Territory’. Currently being held at Pedvāle is a symposium of open-air art. The works created during this time will comprise the season’s main exhibition. Held during the season are symposia, plein airs and creative workshops in various branches of art. Pedvāle also offers artists the opportunity to apply for an individual residency, so that they can work independently of the symposia organised by the museum.

Who are the visitors to the Pedvāle Museum?

The Pedvāle Museum has a very diverse spectrum of visitors. Of course, we are visited by specialists in art and culture, artists and art historians. Pedvāle is also a favourite venue for family excursions. It is also included in the most popular tourist itineraries in the Kurzeme region, and we are visited by groups organised by various tour companies.

One of the main advantages of the Pedvāle Open-Air Art Museum is that we are visited by people who may never have dared enter an art gallery or a museum hall. Many come because they’ve heard something about Pedvāle as an interesting place – a park with scenic views. Very often, people coming into the park will even say to the guide or to a member of the museum staff, ‘In truth, I don’t understand all this contemporary art, but I heard that it’s a beautiful place and decided to come for a look.’ Whenever possible, we try to have at least a short talk with people, telling them about what’s happening here, why the works of art are displayed in the landscape, how artists work here and how the works are created. 

Pedvāle Park is also a popular venue for school excursions. In spring and autumn, a large section of our visitors are school groups. The younger the children, the more positive and favourable is their attitude towards works of art.

Education

In our relations with the visitors (both adults and children) we’ve become convinced that the best way to develop an understanding of art is through a discussion or presentation given by the artist him or herself, or by a guide. 

Pedvāle Museum offers guided tours for both children and adults. The story told while passing through the landscapes of Pedvāle Park and viewing the works of art not only acquaints the visitors with particular works of art, but also helps them discover the links between art and the environment and develops a wider understanding of the site in terms of cultural history. Much attention is given to telling about the development of the landscape and the natural elements. The visitors are invited to see the works of art as a component of the landscape. The attention of visitors is also drawn to the placement of the works in the landscape and to particular environmental details that interact with the work, and they are told about how the works live a life of their own at various times of the day and various seasons.

Pedvāle regularly holds creative events open to visitors, where they can view the process of creating works of art. We strive to make such events as interesting and attractive as possible, in order to show the creation of art as something thrilling and inspiring. It is important to make people feel that they’re in an art studio and that their presence is part of the creative process.

For example, marked every year at Pedvāle by some creative event is Jāņi, or Midsummer Night, thus linking tradition with highly creative novelties. The Jāņi celebrations at Pedvāle attract a very large number of people. For several years in a row, cast-iron sculptures were poured out-of-doors at Pedvāle on Jāņi Night. This is a visually impressive event, in tune with Jāņi traditions and becoming a focus of considerable interest. Also created at this festival have been fire sculptures, and a variety of creative activities have been held. This year at Jāņi, Pedvāle will have a firing of ceramic objects in special outdoor kilns.

Pedvāle also sees open-air performances, poetry readings and events connected with folklore and popular tradition. Through such activities, we strive to bring people in touch with various artistic expressions. The visitor is often more than just a passive viewer of these events and may become involved in the process itself. In this way, people come to sense creativity as being something natural and close to them.

Pedvāle also offers educational opportunities for artists. The creation of outdoor art is in itself a new challenge for a large section of artists. Work in the landscape, using such materials as wood, sand and stone, differs from work in the studio and requires a different kind of thinking, a perception of the natural environment and the special context of the situation.

There are few opportunities in Latvia for creating outdoor art, so, by participating in the symposia organised at Pedvāle, many artists are in effect learning to create the objects as such. 

Particular events, such as the symposium on cast-iron sculpture and the pottery symposium, involve specialists, who train artists in these fields. For example, as part of their studies, a group of students and teachers from the USA have been coming to Pedvāle for several years now. It is precisely thanks to the initiative from these young artists and their teachers that the cast-iron sculpture symposia were organised, where Latvian artists too had the opportunity to learn to make cast-iron sculptures, using traditional methods of melting and casting iron out-of-doors. At other symposia and creative workshops at Pedvāle too, it is often precisely the process of novel, non-traditional creative approaches and the training of young artists in various fields that is important.

Pedvāle also holds seminars and conferences with a major educational component.

The  Foundation Abava Valley

Right from the founding of the museum, it was clear that this place would not be a closed laboratory for creative experiments, but rather should be open to visitors and to various kinds of collaboration with the local community. The Abava Valley Foundation was established in order to involve the public in developing cultural processes and preserving the cultural heritage. The initiative for establishing the foundation also came from sculptor Ojārs Feldbergs. The Abava Valley Foundation has restored the former Synagogue Building in the town of Sabile. It is envisaged that a centre for contemporary art and culture will be established in this building. The Synagogue has already become a venue for exhibitions and events. Later, the building is also to serve as a concert hall, a centre for seminars and conferences, and for organising art activities.

More about Open-Air Art museum at Pedvale: www.pedvale.lv

