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Abstract: The 1990s have been a remarkable pe-
riod in Eastern Europe as a plethora of ethnic
groups have obtained or reasserted their sover-
eignty as independent nations. A rather modest
result is that collectors have been presented with a
vast array of new and very interesting issues to add
to their collections. In the case of Latvia, the new
issues are actually a continuation of the series that
was interrupted by the Soviet occupation and
World War II. This survey article highlights the is-
sues of the Bank of Latvia during its first decade of
operation.

N November 18, 1918, just seven days after the armi-

0 stice between the Allies and Germans, Latvia declared
her independence. Formerly incorporated within the

Russian empire, the new state was still under German occupa-
tion and would soon be almost entirely overrun by elements
of the Red Army. Since many Latvians had been leaders dur-
ing both the 1905 and the October 1917 Revolutions, sympa-
thies within the country were torn three ways between: the
Reds, the Latvian nationalists and the German Balts who had
formed the ruling class for several hundred years.

At the time, the Latvian economy was in complete disarray.
Although once the most progressive and prosperous part of
the Russian Empire, Latvia had been part of the front line in
the east since 1915 and much of the country's industry had
been dismantled and shipped east during the war. Many types
of paper money circulated, and most shared the distinction of
being basically worthless. Despite the execution of the Czar,
imperial rubles were still favored, although Kerenski and So-
viet rubles had strong followings. The German occupation had
produced Ost Marks and Ost Rubles, and several municipali-
ties issued the equivalent of notgeld. In April of 1919 the
Latvian ruble—which was based on little more than the prom-
ise of the new government— was introduced, adding to the
confusion.

Ringold Kalnings, Minister of Finance during most of this
period, was instrumental in stabilizing the currency. During
1919, the various German Freikorps which had attempted to
reassert German authority in the Baltic had been defeated and
had returned to Germany where they added a new dimension
to that country's political instability. By the end of January

1920 all Latvian territory had been cleared of the Red Army
and on August 11 the Treaty of Riga confirmed the Soviet
Union's recognition of the Latvian state.

By the end of March 1920 the military situation had stabi-
lized to the point where an effort was made to declare the
Latvian ruble as the only legal currency in Latvia, displacing
all of the other monies in circulation. This announcement was
a bit premature, however, and it took over a year for the gov-
ernment to actually bring inflation under control. On July 14,
1921 the Constitutional Assembly introduced a new unit of
account, the Latvian gold "frank." The frank was equivalent to
the Swiss franc at .29 grams of gold and was to be the unit in
which all foreign trade was to be conducted. On an interim
basis for the payment of taxes, a frank was set as equal to 100
Latvian rubles.

During the next year, there was considerable discussion about
how to designate the new Latvian currency. The ruble was re-
jected because of its traditional Russian connection and the
new frank was sufficiently popular that 1 frank and 3 franki
revenue stamps were issued and patterns for 10 and 20 franki
gold coins were prepared. The national pride of the new coun-
try demanded a more "Latvian" name for the currency, how-
ever. In response, on August 3, 1922, the Cabinet of Ministers
approved "Regulations on Money" replacing the franks with
the Lats as the national currency of Latvia. During the previ-
ous year the value of the franks had appreciated in terms of
rubles so that the Lats was fixed at an improved rate of 50
Latvian rubles. The older ruble denominated currency was
permitted to continue to circulate until replaced by the new
Lats issues. To implement the policy, Latvia's Constitutional
Assembly adopted a law founding the bank of Latvia on Sep-
tember 7, 1922. The bank received its provisional charter twelve
days later with an initial capitalization of 10 million Lats and
was established on November 1, 1922 with the assumption of
the assets of the State Savings and Credit Bank.

The entire capital stock of the Bank of Latvia was owned by
the Latvian government. The Bank had the functions of both a
central bank and a commercial bank, more similar to the Bank
of England than the Federal Reserve Banks in the United States,
and all of its transactions were to be conducted in Lats. Its
banknotes were redeemable and covered 50% in gold with
the balance in stable foreign exchange. An issue of approxi-
mately 48 million Lats was felt to be necessary to replace the
2.4 billion rubles in circulation. Appropriately enough the ar-
chitect of the recovery, Ringold Kalnings, was named as the
first President of the Bank Council and would remain so until
1926.
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1922 Provisional 10 Latu Note
One day after its establishment the bank issued its first bank
note: a provisional 10 Latu note dated 1922. Given the short
time available, new designs were not prepared but only new
values were overprinted in red on the both sides of the earlier
State Treasury 500 ruble notes which had circulated since 1920.
Also printed on the note's face was the promise to redeem the
note for 2.9 grams of pure gold.

note also continued to carry the signatures of Minister of Fi-
nance kalnings and Manager of the State Treasury K. Vanags
although neither position related directly to the new bank.

Because of the desire to replace the ruble-denominated is-
sues, the provisional notes were issued in some quantity, re-
quiring the use of serial number blocks A through E.
Nevertheless, today these are very scarce notes, although many
of the survivors encountered seem to be in nicer conditions.

The base note remained unchanged from the last issue of
500 ruble which was commonly known as the "lidaka" or pike
because of the large fish appearing on the back. The note was
a simple design produced by lithography and had been the
target of extensive counterfeiting by the Soviet Union. Violet
serial numbers replaced the red numbers appearing on the
earlier issues of the note. The underlying note continued to be
printed in a blue over green with a gray underprinting. The

This was, after all, a provisional issue and probably began to
be withdrawn with the issue of the 10 Latu State Treasury notes
which begin during 1925. By this time there should have been
some nicer notes still in circulation for anyone wanting a sou-
venir, although the face value equivalent to nearly $2 (U.S.)
would have represented a relatively great deal of money for
many people in a still very poorand recovering country. Proofs,
including uniface color proofs, are occasionally encountered.
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The 1923 100 Latu Note

During 1923 the 10 Latu notes were supplemented by a 100
Latu note. This very attractive note was designed by Rihards
Zarins and printed by the Latvian State Printing Office in Riga.
An ornamental design highlighting the denomination was fea-
tured on the face, typical of most of the earlier Latvian ruble
issues. On its back the note featured the new Latvian coat of
arms between allegories of Agriculture and Industry both of
which are sheltered by a spreading oak tree. Industry holds a
gear and a hammer. At her feet is a bale and an anchor, repre-
senting commerce, and behind her is a group of smokestacks,
perhaps more hopeful given the actual state of the recovering
country. Industry holds hands with Agriculture, who also holds
a sheaf of grain and at whose feet is a basket of fruits and
vegetables. Behind Agriculture is the thatched roof of a typical
farmhouse. The agricultural theme is carried onto the surround-
ing border. The illustrated note is a specimen, "paraugs."

The face design is printed in a dark blue over a gray back-
ground while the back is printed in somewhat lighter shades.
Signatures and serial numbers are overprinted in deep, almost
purplish-blue. The note was printed on paper watermarked
with light, wavy lines.

This was the first use of the new Latvian coat of arms on a
bank note, although it would have a featured place on the
back of most subsequent Bank of Latvia issues. The basic de-
sign of the arms was the result of a national competition spon-

sored by the Latvian Department of Statistics' Heraldic Com-
mission. Vilis Krumins, a graphic arts student at the Latvian
Academy of Arts, won the 10,000 ruble prize for his design
which was modestly revised prior to its approval by the Con-
stituent Assembly on June 15, 1921. A common explanation
for the arms is: the three stars above the shield represent the
three original of the four provinces of Latvia. The Lion of
Courland appears both as the left supporter of the arms as
well as the lower left quarter of the arms and represents the
provinces of Kurzeme and Zemgale. The Griffin of Livonia at
the right and in the lower right quarter of the shield represents
Vidzeme and Latgale. The rising sun symbolizes the appear-
ance of a free Latvia, and may also represent the later addition
of Latgale to the country. The ribbon below is the red and
white flag of Latvia.

Two signature varieties appear on the note:

The first 110,000 notes carry the signature of Ringold
Kalnings, governor of the bank council, and Edgars
Schwede, general director of the Bank.

The 50,000 notes issued during and after 1926 carry the
signatures of Janis Celms, governor, and K. Vanags, general
director.

Although the 100 Latu note is scarce,
with a single serial number block being
produced, it is much easier to locate than
the 1922 provisional note. Neither signa-
ture variety seems to carry, or deserve, a
special premium. The notes generally ex-
hibit a good amount of use and are usu-
ally encountered in grades of less than
very fine, not surprising given the contem-
porary face value of $18. Proof notes are
occasionally encountered and although
expensive, have the added benefit of dis-
playing the designto best effect because
of the absence of wear.

1924 20 Latu Sower Note
Although the 100 Latu was an attractive
and apparently successful design, there
was considerable official concern about
counterfeiting, probably given the earlier
experience with the 50 and 500 ruble
notes. Further, by the end of 1923 only
the provisional 10 Latu and 100 Latu
notes were in circulation, in addition to
some small denomination coins; the bal-
ance of the currency was still the old ruble
notes, many of which were nearing the
end of their productive lives.

In an effort to speed up production and
to economically obtain what were felt to
be counterfeit-proof notes, the bank con-
tracted with the British firm of Waterlow
& Sons, Ltd to produce its notes in 1924,
although the designs continued to be pro-
duced by artists of the Latvian State Print-

ing Office. Ironically, the first product of the arrangement, the
1924 Sower note, quickly became an embarrassment to all in-
volved. The first shipment of notes exhibited such faulty print-
ing that the decision was made not to issue the notes at all. As
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Because of the circumstances of its issue, the

Sower note is by far the rarest and most expensive
Latvian note and is considered to be the high-
light of any collection. The note is unpriced in
Pick reflecting the infrequency with which it is
encountered. Unless carried as a pocket piece, the
note did not circulate and usually exists only in
higher grades.

1924 50 Latu Note
The 1924 50 Latu note was much more success-
ful for Waterlow & Sons. The face features a fine`Prvot 	 lin■Ido.
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is the nature of such things, a misunderstanding led to
the release of about 400 notes. Although a recall was
immediately attempted, a handful were not turned in.
The irony was not missed by Rihards Zarins who noted
that although the officials of the Bank of Latvia thought
that the English printing firms could produce better
notes more cheaply and quickly, the actual result was
the exact opposite!

This note also carries the signatures of Kalnings and
Schwede. The face is printed in brown with orange high-
lights over a deep yellow and features a peasant carrying

M Of M
irmr.MM

view of the Riga skyline across the Daugava
River. The Latvian arms, highlighted by a
sunburst from behind, shares the back with
the denomination. This is a rare note and,
since it was not replaced until 1934, ex-
amples encountered usually exhibit some to
a great deal of use.

Specimens are extant for several of the
notes produced by Waterlow during this pe-
riod and are said to have been used for
salesmen's specimen books. In addition to
being hole cancelled and overprinted, the

a basket of seed which he is spreading with his
right hand. The allegory of a sower was consis-
tent with the allegories featured on the 1923 is-
sue, and was very appropriate for the new and
recovering country. The back is printed in a
orangish-red over deep yellow and is dominated
by an oversized national coat of arms. The pa-
per was unwatermarked as were the other
Waterlow issues. Signatures and serial numbers
are in black.

As an additional security feature, this and the
three other Latvian notes printed by Waterlow
carry small "secret marks" in the form of tiny pairs of letters.
On the sower issues, one letter hides within the design on the
lower left face of the note and the other is secreted on the
lower left of the back.
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color is dramatically different than for the issued note. The
specimens are a bright red rather than the officially issued
brown; both are printed over a pale greenish yellow. A back
specimen is illustrated.
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1925 20 Latu Note

Waterlow & Sons also had more success with the 1925 20 Latu
note which replaced the Sower note. This issue featured a por-
trait of Janis Caskte, a Latvian founding father who served as
president of Latvian State until his death until 1927. The por-
trait and other details of the note are printed in black except

The note was issued in some quantity, requiring two serial
number series, A and B, and is by far the most common issue
discussed in this article. Worn, but acceptable examples can
be located for less than $20. As with the other issues during
this period, the notes circulated and nice examples usually re-
ceive a premium.
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1929 500 Latu
The last type issued by the Bank of Latvia during
the 1920s was the 500 Latu of 1929. This truly
lovely note was one of only two notes produced
by Bradbury, Wilkinson & Co. for Latvia and is
very different than the other designs used by the
Bank. The face features a young woman in the
nativecostume of Nica, a small Kurzeme town
to the south of Liepaja on the Baltic Coast. The
national arms appears below her on the face of
the note rather than on the back as with earlier
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for a partial sunburst background which is printed in
a pale green; the base color of the note is a pale yel-
low. The back consists of an ornamental design fea-
turing the denomination and coat of arms printed in
green.

This note is best described as "uncommon." One
should expect to see an example on most specialized
price lists or at a show dedicated to paper money,
although higher grades are not often encountered.
This issue also circulated for some time and, being of
a lower denomination, most exhibit a substantial
amount of wear.

1928 25 Latu Note
This was the last issue produced by Waterlow & Sons. The face
features Krisjanis Valdemars with a sailing ship to the left and,
to the right, his namesake icebreaker in Riga Harbor. The de-
tails are again printed in black with the area behind the serial
numbers in yellow. The back again features an ornamental
design with the denomination and national coat of arms all
printed in blue. The area outside the design on both the face
and back carries a very faint underprinting, again a security
feature along with the secret
marks. This note carries the
signatures of Janis Celms,
governor of the Bank coun-
cil, and K. Vanags, general
director.

Krisjanis Valdemars, born
in 1825, was a politician
and publisher of the first
Latvian political newspaper
during 1863-5. The nautical
themes are related to his
encouragement of the eco-
nomic development of the
country through the found-
ing of navigation schools
and overseas trade in order
to develop a prosperous and
self-reliant population.

issues. A multicolored underprinting resembling needlepoint
appears in the center of the note and symbols of industry, com-
merce and agriculture appear along the bottom of the face
design. The note also featured the last appearance of the Celms
and Vanags signatures.

Although some of the earlier issues were printed on
watermarked paper, this is the first Latvian note to feature a
"hold to light" security watermark. The head of a young woman
appears to the left of the multicolored underprinting on the
front and within the empty circle which appears at the right

on the back of the note. This
became a common feature
of subsequent issues. This
feature, along with the
underprinting on the face of
the note suggests that stron-
ger security measures were
again a concern of the bank.

The back design is also
very different than others of
the series, or, in fact, of any
other Latvian note. A farm
scene, complete with cows,
a farm house, and hay stacks
dominate the central frame.
The left panel features the
denomination along with
elements suggesting "fruits
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of the sea" while the right features the watermark and "fruits
of the land." In addition to being the largest denomination
Latvian note, it is also the largest physical note, measuring
188 mm by 105 mm.

The 500 Latu is a relatively scarce note. It circulated for some
time and is encountered in all states of preservation.

Epilogue
Great Britain, Latvian's primary trading partner, was especially
hard hit by the economic depression in the late 1920s and
early 1930s and Latvia introduced banking and foreign ex-
change restrictions following the devaluation of sterling in
1931. The situation continued to deteriorate and five years
later, on September 28, 1936, the lats was devalued and the
gold standard was abandoned in order to restore the ties with
sterling and to improve foreign trade. With this change, the
Bank of Latvia's circulation more than doubled from less than
40 million lats in to 1935 to over 81 million in 1938.

Also during the 1930s the Bank of Latvia 25 Latu, 50 Latu
and 100 Latu all received major modernization, while the 20
Latu note was replaced by a State Treasury note, which had

been previously confined to 5 Lati and 10 Latu notes. Conse-
quently these modernized notes are much more common than
the first Bank issues and can be readily found in uncirculated.
While more utilitarian and modern in appearance, these notes
also lack much of the charm which characterized the earlier
issues of the Bank.
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