POETICTI ,
POSTMODERNISTE

THE POETIC
POSTMODERNISTS

Pokousime-li se vymezit postmodernismus datem,
pak se nabizi 15. srpen roku 1971. Toho dne
americky president Nixon oficidlné zrusil kryti
dolaru zlatem nebo jakymikoli rezervnimi aktivy, coz
v ekonomickém smyslu znamenalo, Ze ménovy kurz
se stal pohyblivym. Volna pohyblivost kurzu ptimo
souvisi s oddélenim oznacujiciho od oznacovaného,
to jest, koncept jazyka prostého vyznamu — ktery je
pilitem postmodernismu a umoznuje jeho typickou
zalibu ve ,hre“

Dal$im moznym datem je 16. brezen 1972. Prvnich
33 budov, které tvorily sidlisté pro socidlné

slabé zndmé pod nazvem Pruitt-Igoe v St. Louis

v Missouri bylo zbourano odstrelem. Tato udalost
byla nazvana ,koncem modernistické architektury®
a ukazuje ztratu nadéje v modernisticky plan, jehoz
ucelem bylo zorganizovat svét po industrializaci

¢i miniméalné konec tohoto politického zaméru.

Tak jako v pripadé Nixonovy ekonomické politiky,

i zde vidime oddéleni, rezignaci; doslova kolaps
modernistické podstaty zivota v mrac¢nech

prachu a nastoleni intelektudlniho a estetického
paradigmatu vyjadreného slovy ,vSechno je
dovoleno®!

Obé tyto udalosti zasazuji vznik postmodernismu

do ramce ideologickych zmén ve Spojenych

statech americkych a zmén ve vyvoji kapitalismu.
Uvolnéni ménového kurzu mélo primy dopad

iv zapadni Evropé, stejné jako se ndznaky opousténi
modernistickych snah zaéaly projevovat na nasi
strané Atlantiku i v kulture, byt v méné dramatické

Attempting to define postmodernism by a date,
landing on 15 August, 1971. On this day, US
president Nixon suspended the convertibility of the
dollar into gold or any other reserve assets, allowing
it, in economic terms, to “float”. The free floating

of currencies corresponds directly the detachment
of the signifier from the signified, that is, the idea

of language as empty of meaning — a pillar of
postmodernism that facilitates its characteristic
penchant for “play”.

Another possible date: 16 March, 1972. The first
of the 33 buildings that comprised the Pruitt-

Igoe social housing estate in St. Louis, Missouri,
was demolished by explosive detonation. This
occurrence has been named “the end of modernist
architecture”, and betrays a loss of hope in the
modernist project of organising the world after
industrialisation, or at least an end to prioritising
this project politically. Like with Nixon’s economic
policy, what we see here is detachment, letting go;
literally collapsing the modernist framework of life
in a cloud of dust to arrive in the intellectual and
aesthetic paradigm of “anything goes”.!

Both these events embed the emergence of
postmodernism in ideological shifts in the United
States, and in developments in capitalism. The
liberation of currencies had a direct effect in
Western Europe too, just as signs of giving up

on modernist efforts also began to settle on the
surface of culture this side of the Atlantic, albeit
in a less explosive manner. But is postmodernism,



podobé. Je vSak tedy postmodernismus v podstaté
dusledkem kapitalismu? Nebo jinymi slovy - nejsou
kulturni produkty v socialistickych ekonomikach ze
své podstaty vylouceny z nahliZzeni timto prizmatem?
Aby bylo mozné predstavit prvni generaci ceskych
postmodernich socharfd, je nejprve nutno tuto
otazku zodpovédét. Protoze cosi se zménilo

i v kulture socialistickych zemi, ale tato zména se
jevijako jina, stejné tak jako jsou jiné exploze, které
ji privodily.

Mezi odezvou na Prazské jaro roku 1968

a Gorbacovovou perestrojkou v osmdesatych

letech predstavuji sedmdesata léta klicovy moment
promény uméni v tehdej$im Ceskoslovensku. Toto
obdobi, nazvané paradoxné ,normalizaci®, bylo
jednou velkou kulturni cenzurou. Zatimco mnozi

z umeélct nélezejicich k Generation One méli byt
béhem této dekady umeélecky na vrcholu, ti, co
zlstali v rodné zemi, se potykali s nemoznosti
pracovat, o vystavovani ani nemluvé. Tam, kde se na
zapadé umélci utapéli v absenci estetickych kritérii,
se postmodernisticky model ,vS§echno je dovoleno®
v Ceskoslovensku stéle vice blizil modelu:

,ve skutec¢nosti ale neni dovoleno skoro nic“.

V tomto kontextu by minimalismus a odhmotnéni
— dvé tendence projevujici se toho ¢asu v Americe

— byly ponékud méné na misté, nebot vidéni

a podstata hmotného byly samotnou podminkou
tvorby (spiSe nez estetickou volbou). Dojemnym
prikladem, uz z obdobi kubanské raketové krize,
byla hladovka Jana Koblasy, kterou drzel, kdyz

byl povolan k vykonu vojenské sluzby. Po nékolika
tydnech Koblasa zkolaboval a stravil zbytek roku

v nemocnici. Zde tedy madme chradnouciho umeélce,
nikoli zredukovaného na propracované rastry
konceptualni sochy, ale na kost a ktizi. Uméni
muselo reagovat tak, Ze se drzelo principu pridavani
spise nez redukce — nemohlo si v té dobé dovolit
ztratit svou hmotnou podstatu.

then, fundamentally an effect of capitalism? Or
put differently, is cultural production in socialist
economies by definition excluded from being read
through this lens?

To begin to introduce the first generation of Czech
postmodernist sculptors, one must first begin

to answer these questions. Because something

did change on the surface of culture in socialist
countries as well, only this change looks different,
just as the explosions that led to it are of a different
kind.

Suspended between the 1968 backlash against

the Prague Spring and the perestroika of
Gorbachov’s 1980s, the 1970s represent a key
moment of transition for art in then-Czechoslovakia
as well. Paradoxically named “normalisation”, this
period was one of heavy cultural censorship. While
many of the artists included in Generation One
were due for their artistic zenith during that decade,
those that remained in their home-country were
struggling to make work, let alone be exhibited, in
or outside the Eastern Bloc. Where, in the West,
artists were wallowing in the absence of aesthetic
criteria, on the other side of the iron curtain
“anything goes” had increasingly become “hardly
anything at all”.

In this context, minimalism and the
dematerialisation — two currents trending in
America at the time — would have rather less
appeal, seeing as the barely-existent was the very
condition for art-making rather than an aesthetic
choice. As poignant illustration, already at the time
of the Cuban missile crisis in 1961, when called
upon to serve in the military, Jan Koblasa entered
into a hunger strike. After several weeks, Koblasa
collapsed and spent the rest of the year in hospital.
Here we have the artist wasting away, a reduction
not into the slick grids conceptual sculpture, but
skin and bones. As a response, art had to cling to
the principle of addition rather than reduction - it
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Redukce je principem modernismu a v tomto smyslu
Koblasovo na vaze ubyvajici télo pripomina tenké
bronzové figury Alberta Giacomettiho. A skute¢né,

v tutlych siluetach na vrcholu Koblasova dila
Obeétiste panen z roku 1962 lze vycitit Giacomettiho
vliv. Tato socha, ty¢ici se na véZovitém podstavci
sestavajicim ze ¢ty nestejné velkych zdobenych
sokll obtézkanych symbolikou a pribéhem, je vSak
na hony vzdalena modernistickému smérovani

k esencidlnimu. Kdyz spisovatel Jean Genet navstivil
Giacomettiho ateliér, napsal o jeho sochéch:

“Kdokoli”, tikal jsem si, ,,mize byt milovan navzdory
své osklivosti, své hlouposti, své podlosti®.. Blizkost
vyjaddiend [Giacomettiho] figurami se mi jevi jako
jeho zasadni bod, ve kterém by se lidska bytost
znovu stala tim, co uz nelze vice redukovat v ném
samém... urcitd identita, ktera je univerzalné platna
pro kazdého ¢lovéka.2

V dobé Genetovy navstévy roku 1950 Giacometti
pomalu umiral, zatimco se soucasné vycerpavaly
moznosti modernismu. Koblastv oltar neni

o blizkosti jednoho ¢loveéka druhému, ale v podstaté
o odcizeni a o pottebé duchovnosti, ktera by skrze
skladani materialt poskytla utocisté. Jesté pred
pocatkem sedmdesatych let ono ,kdokoli muze

byt milovan navzdory své $patnosti“ ztratilo

véahu jak na vychodé, tak na zapadeé. Ale tam, kde
zklamany idealismus na zdpadé znamenal rozlozeni
Giacomettiho figury na koncept a geometrii,

umélci v Ceskoslovensku zadali pridavat, hrat si:
vytvareli ochranné stity proti utlaku ,,normalizace®
uchylovanim se ke komedialnosti, absurdité, poezii
a pribéhu.

Stojici Karla Neprase z roku 1959, napriklad,
vyvolava vzpominku na Giacomettiho Bendtskou
Zenu. AvSak tato plastika, roziizla vprostred,

misto podstaty ¢lovéka odhaluje pouze hlubokou
prézdnotu. Ve svém Krdcejicim Nepras proménuje
ikonického Krdcejictho muze v Zelezné trubky, tedy
material, ktery je vzdalen kazdodennosti daleko

simply could not afford to lose its material base.

Reduction is a modernist principle, and in that
Koblasa’s waning body recalls the thin bronze
figures of Alberto Giacometti. Indeed, in the slender
silhouettes topping Koblasa’s sculpture Obétisté
panen [Sacrificial Alter For Virgins], 1962, we

may see some influence of Giacometti’s as well.
However, placed upon a tower of four irregularly
sized, decorated plinths, heavy in symbolism

and narrative, this sculpture is a far-cry from
modernism’s trajectory towards the essential. When
the writer Jean Genet visited Giacometti’s studio,
he wrote of the sculptures:

“Anyone”, I said to myself, “can be loved beyond

his ugliness, his stupidity, his meanness “... The
proximity expressed in [Giacometti’s] figures seems
to me to be his precious point where the human
being would be brought back to what is most
irreducible in him ... a kind of universal identity to

all men.2

At the time of Genet’s visit in the 1950s, Giacometti
was slowly dying, while simultaneously the
potentials of modernism were exhausting.

Koblasa’s altar is not about the proximity of one
man to another, but, essentially, about alienation,
and the need for spirituality to provide shelter
through the assemblage of material. By the 1970s,
that “anyone can be loved beyond his meanness”
would have lost clout in the East as well as the West.
But where disappointed idealism in the latter meant
dissolving Giacometti’s figure into concepts and
geometry, in Czechoslovakia, artists would begin
adding to it, playing with it: building shields against
the repressiveness of “normalisation” by indulging
in comedy, absurdity, poetry and narrative.

Karel Nepras’s Stojici [Standing], 1959, for

instance, brings to mind Giacometti’s Woman of
Venice, however cut up down the middle, in place
of the essence of man, this sculpture reveals only



méné nez Giacomettiho drahy bronz. Nepras

v podstaté nikdy neopousti figuru. V tomto smyslu
nadale uprednostnuje zdjem o existencidlni pred
formélnim a vytvari zvlastni spojeni humoru

a beznadéje, které charakterizuji mnohé z jeho praci

MV v

napri¢ ¢eskym postmodernismem.

Tyto tendence by se mohly jevit jako rozpor

s objektivnim formalismem, ale po prozkouméni
jeho ontologické podstaty se ukazi jako zrejma
druhd cesta postmoderniho socharstvi. Ve svém
klicovém eseji ,,Socharstvi v rozsiteném poli“ z roku
1979 prichazi americka historicka uméni Rosalind
Kraussova s jakousi definici tohoto zanru. Tvrdi,

ze modernistické sochat'stvi existuje v negativnim
prostoru, definovano pouze tim, ¢im neni: krajinou, ¢i
architekturou. Jakmile si predstavime to, co nazyva
neutralnosti — tedy véc, ktera neni ani tim, ani onim
— lze si predstavit véc, ktera je jak architekturou, tak
krajinou: ,,Rozsitené pole tak vznika predstavenim
problematiky souboru protikladii, mezi kterymi se
modernistickd kategorie sochar'stvi nachazi“?

Oblast, ke které Kraussova odkazuje, je do velké
miry literarni: sochy pronikajici do otevieného
prostoru jako land-art, instalace ¢i dokonce jista
bezhmotnost. Vzpomenme si napriklad na prace
Kurta Gebauera — Krajinka, Pldz a Cesky rybnik,
které na sebe vzajemné pusobi se svym okolim
zpusoby, které prekracuji ramec modernistického
socharstvi — coz ale plati také pro nékteré dalsi
¢eské umeélce. Daleko vyznamnéjsi vsak je, Ze soubor
protikladd predstaveny problematikou ¢eského
socharstvi se netyka krajiny a architektury, ale
spise figurace a abstrakce, formalismu, pribéhu

a propojeni vSech téchto aspekti s tim, co je
spolec¢enské a psychologické. V tomto smyslu
pronikani po modernismu vytvorenych soch do
prostoru této vystavy sméruje dovnitt. Tak, jak
ceska malirka Jitka Valova popsala roli, kterou
existencialismus sehral mezi nonkonformisty

v Ceskoslovensku: ,Lidé byli daleko vice introvertni.
Neméli jinou moznost, protoZe se nedalo

VeV

komunikovat s vnéjsim sveétem.“4

profound emptiness. With Krdcejici [Walking],
Nepras transforms the iconic Walking Man into
iron pipes, a material far less alien from the
everyday than Giacometti’s precious bronze. While
the use of ignoble materials is also favoured in
Arte Povera, conceptual art and minimalism,
unlike the practitioners of these styles, Nepras
does not abandon the figure. In this, he continues
to prioritise existential over the formal concerns,
developing a special blend of humour and
hopelessness that marks many of the works across
Czech postmodernism.

Such earnest preoccupations would seem at odds
with the detached formalism prevailing in that ism,
but upon investigating its ontological foundation
emerge as the obvious second way of postmodernist
sculpture. In her seminal essay Sculpture in the
Expanded Field from 1979, the American art
historian Rosalind Krauss provides something of

a definition of the genre. The modernist sculpture,
she argues, exists in a negative space, defined only
by what it is not: landscape or architecture. Once
one has imagined the neuter, as she calls it — the
thing that is neither — it becomes possible to
imagine the thing that is both architecture and
landscape: “The expanded field is thus generated
by problematising the set of oppositions between
which the modernist category of the sculpture is
suspended.’3

The field that Krauss refers to, in large part, is

a literal one: sculptures expanding into open
territory as land-art, installation or even
immateriality. Recalling for instance the work

of Kurt Gebauer — Mini-landscape, Beach,

and Bohemian Pond all interacting with their
surroundings in ways that go beyond the scope of
modernist sculpture — for some Czech artists, this
definition resonates, too. But more prominently,
the set of oppositions problematised in Czech
sculpture is not that of landscape-architecture, but
rather figuration and abstraction, formalism and
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Ackoli prace umélct jako Stanislav Kolibal, Karel
Malich, Jiri Hilmar a Jit{ Bielicky vice odpovidaji
kraussovskému pojeti postmodernismu, zachovavaji
si znaky poezie a symboliky, které je odlisuji od praci
jejich zahraniénich kolega. Jeff Crane, ktery psal

o Kolibalové retrospektivni vystavé usporddané roku
1997 v prazském Veletrznim palaci pro americky
Casopis Artforum, rozpoznava pribuznost jeho

praci s dily Barnetta Newmana, Richarda Serry

a Donalda Judda. PiSe vSak, Ze:

»Hlavnim rozdilem mezi americkym a c¢eskym
modernismem — je, ze zatimco ameri¢ti modernisté
se pevné etablovali ve specifikdch materidlu
a materialnosti, Kolibalovy prace ze sedesatych
let vice souvisi s poetikou pribéhu. Jeho dilo
ilustruje ¢esky pristup k abstrakci, v tom
smyslu, Ze tvar, barva, linie a hrana nejsou
témer nikdy vnimany jako plné sobéstacné;
namisto toho dilo obvykle ziskdva podobu
déjisté konkrétniho momentu ¢i udalosti (to jest
rustu / rozpadu, konstrukce / destrukce). Teatralni
a existencialni aspekty vytvareni objektd jsou tedy
zdlraznovany na dkor aspektt forméalnich.“5

Totéz lze tici o Karlu Malichovi, jehoz organické
formy a pestrobarevna paleta naznacuji spriznénost
s umeélci tak odlisnymi jako Alexander Calder, Frank
Stella a Cy Twombly. Jeho motivy vsak naopak
nalezeji uplné do jiné éry: fantasticky vesmir
amorfnich pasteld prozrazujici zajem o kosmologii

a duchovnost, coz nas privadi zpét k ritualni praxi
Hilmy af Klintaové na pocatku stoleti (ac¢koli, nutno
uznat, ani ona nebyla typickou predstavitelkou své
doby).

Pronikani sochy smérem dovnitr, které ilustruji
prace Neprase a Koblasy, ale také Véry Janouskové
a Vladimira Janouska, se neprojevuje jako odklon
od modernismu, ale jako zdsah do né&j. Bronz Rty
Evy Kmentové z roku 1972 se na prvni pohled

jevi jako pouhd expresivni textura, ale pri blizsim
prohlédnuti 1ze rozeznat tvary mnoha tust. Stejné

narrative, and the relation of all these modes to

the social and the psychological. In that sense, the
expansion of sculpture after modernism on display
in this exhibition is an inward one. As the artist
Jitka Vélova said of the role of existentialism among
non-conforming practitioners in Czechoslovakia:
“People were more introverted. They had no
alternative because you couldn‘t communicate with
the outside world.”4

Even while the work of artists such as Stanislav
Kolibal, Karel Malich, Jiri Hilmar and Jiri

Bielecki falls more easily in line with Kraussian
postmodernism, it retains a sense poetry and
symbolism distinct from their international peers.
Writing about Kolibal’s 1997 retrospective at
Prague’s Veletrzni Palac for US magazine Artforum,
Jeff Crane recognises affinities between his work
and that of Barnett Newman, Richard Serra, and
Donald Judd. However, the difference, he writes

—the central difference between American and
Czech Modernism—is that while American
Modernists became entrenched in the specifics of
materials and materiality, Kolibal’s work from the
’60s has more to do with the poetics of narrative.
His work exemplifies the Czech approach to
abstraction, in that shape, color, line, and edge are
almost never perceived as wholly self-sufficient;
instead, the work tends to take the form of a site of
a particular moment or event (i.e., growth / decay,
construction / destruction). The theatrical and
existential aspects of object-making are thus
emphasized over the formal.5

The same could be said Karel Malich, whose
organic shapes and bright colour palette suggest
kinship with artists as various as Alexander Calder,
Frank Stella and Cy Twombly. Meanwhile, his
motifs belong to another era entirely: a fantastic
universe of amorphous pastels revealing an interest
in cosmology and the spiritual that takes us back

to the ritualistic practice of Hilma af Klint in the
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tak z jejiho ¢istého monolitu nazvaného Stéla

s otiskem rtit z roku 1966 vystupuji kontury tvare.
Jako takova, Kmentova zpochybnuje modernistické
predpoklady objektivity abstrakce tim, ze do svych
dél znovu zakomponovava stopy figurdlnich prvka,
ale bez odtrzeni sochy od jeji podstaty. V jiném jejim
dile, podobném zhroucenému Brancusimu, odhaluje
vejcity bronz otisky lidskych udd, zatimco v désivé
interpretaci Sola LeWitta se stovky grotesknich
prsta prostrkavaji ven plochami krychle. Prace

Evy Kmentové maji v sobé jisté zoufalstvi, straslivé
a komické zaroven, které do velké miry narusuje

stylistickou linii dvacatého stoleti.

Pravé umeéni, kdy jedna véc mlze soucasné byt
vice nez jednou véci a zvlasté vicekrat najednou,
uz nemuze byt vic postmoderni. Nejen vzhledem
k proslulé lhostejnosti postmodernismu vici
soudrznosti a linearnosti, ale stejné tak diky
lhostejnosti modernismu vici minulosti. Zde

se nabizi srovnani s ruskym teoretikem kultury
Michailem Bachtinem. Navzdory tomu, Ze témér
vyluéné psal o literature devatenactého stoleti —
pravdépodobné proto, Ze erudice v oblasti tvorby
soucasnych autord by nebyla z politickych divoda
zédouci — Bachtinovy vyklady karnevalového
groteskniho realismu a heteroglosie sehraly
dilezitou roli v popisu postmoderni kultury

a enormneé rezonuji se zminénymi dily. ,,Jevi se, Ze co

Bachtin hledal,” piSe badatelka Caryl Emersonov4,
»byla novost, kterd nezduraznovala autonomii
pritomnosti ¢i budoucnosti, ale ktera pristupovala
k minulosti ne¢ekanymi, produktivnimi zptisoby —
a vitala podobné pristupy vici sobé.“6

Monumentalni konstrukce Alese Veselého jsou

v tomto smyslu ukazkovymi priklady — stavi odkazy
na prastaré skalni utvary a pohtebisté do protikladu
k prumyslovym ocelovym plechtim a futuristickym
kulovitym dtvartm. Pro Veselého evidentné zadné

z jeho dél neni v kone¢ném stavu, ale tvori spise
,hekonecnou stavbu® — dal$i pilit postmodernismu:
kontinudlni otevirenost zmeéné a interpretaci.

beginning of the century (although, admittedly, she
was not exactly typical of her day either).

The inward expansion in sculpture exemplified by
Nepras and Koblasa, as well as Véra Janouskova
and Vladimir Janousek, manifests not as

a departure from modernism, but as interventions
into it. Eva Kmentova’s bronze relief Lips, 1972,

at first sight seems a mere expressionist texture,
but upon closer inspection bears the shapes of
countless mouths. Likewise, protruding from
within her clean monolith Stele with Lip Imprint,
1966, is the contours of a face. As such, Kmentova
challenges modernist assumptions of the objectivity
of abstraction by reinserting traces of the figurative,
but without breaking the sculpture off its plinth.
Elsewhere in her oeuvre, an egg-shaped bronze,
like a broken Brancusi, reveals the imprints of
human limbs, while in a nightmarish rendition of

a Sol Lewitt, hundreds of grotesque fingers poke
through the sides of a cube. Kmentova’s works have
something of the abject about them, at once horrific
and hilarious, which disturbs the stylistic timeline
of the twentieth century to extraordinary effect.

And precisely this quality of being more than
one thing at once, and, especially, more times at
once, could not be any more postmodern. Not
only given postmodernism’s famous disregard
for coherence and linearity, but equally because
of modernism’s disregard for the past. Here we
find a useful parallel in the Russian cultural
theorist Mikhail Bakhtin. Although he wrote
almost exclusively about 19th century literature

— likely because scholarship on contemporary

authors would not have been politically welcome

— Bakhtin’s explications on the carnivalesque,

grotesque realism, and heteroglossia have played

an important role in describing postmodern culture,
and are enormously resonant with the works in
question. “What Bakhtin seems to have sought,” the
scholar Caryl Emerson writes, “was newness that
did not stress the autonomy of the present or the



Zatimco Veselého sochy sdileji s Neprasovymi
tendenci ke grotesknimu, tak sou¢asna zavaznost dél
Alese Veselého svéd¢i o neuvétitelné rtiznorodosti
ceského postmodernismu; krajiny, ktera soucasné
expanduje dovnitl' i vné — a vS§emu navzdory.
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future, but that addressed the past in unanticipated,
productive ways — and invited similar approaches
to itself”s

Here, the immense structures of Ales Vesely are

a case in point, juxtaposing references to ancient
rock formations and burial grounds with industrial
steel plates and futuristic spheres. For Vesely, none
of his works exist in a definitive state, but rather
form part of an “infinite construction” — another
pillar of postmodernism: remaining open to change
and interpretation. While Vesely’s sculptures

share with those of Karel Nepras an affinity with
the grotesque, their solemnity to the latter’s dark
humour testifies to the incredible diversity of Czech
postmodernism; a landscape that expands at once
inwardly and outwardly — and against all odds.
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