JOSEF LADA


Josef Lada, a Czech caricaturist, illustrator of books, author of many drawings, scenographer, writer and painter of worldwide importance, was born on December 17th, 1887, in Hrusice u Prahy, in a poor family as the youngest of a village shoemaker´s four children. He suffered a serious accident when he was just one year old and eventually lost his sight in his right eye. In 1902, he started to live permanently in Prague, where he first took a bookbinding apprenticeship and then briefly studied at the Academy of Applied Arts (UMPRUM). 

Lada's earliest work is asscociated with politics. As a supporter of the anarchist movement, Lada became the editor and illustrator of a satirical magazine Caricatures in 1909. His political cartoons from this period fit perfectly with the contemporary mood of repressed frustration but his images were always infused with humour. His excellent drawings were published in many prestigious magazines and journals as early as 1904. Simultaneously, he published his own texts, made acquaintance of famous Czech writers and started to illustrate their books (within the period of 1906 – 1957 he enriched more than two hundred books with his illustrations) and to paint his first pictures by a combined technique. 

From 1912 to 1915, he lived in a rented apartment in Prague together with Jaroslav Hašek, the future author of the famous novel The Fateful Adventures of the Good Soldier Švejk; Lada substantially contributed to the phenomenal success of the novel by his genial illustrations. Among Lada´s own books for children (starting with My Alphabet, 1911), stories about a tomcat that could speak, Mikeš, the Adventures of the Talking Cat (1934) and a fairytale narrative The Cunning Godmother Fox (1937) excel. Starting in 191, Lada published his own postcards that helped to expand his work into the mind of the whole nation later, particularly after WWII. Starting in 1920, Lada´s caricatures and drawings, followed by his paintings in the mid-twenties were exhibited regularly in galleries. In 1923, Lada got married and became a member of the SVU Mánes and the Syndicate of Czechoslovak Artists. From the next year onward, he would return often to his native village Hrusice where he rented a summer lodging. Inspired by the Central-Bohemian countryside where he spent his childhood, and also by the still-active peasant traditions, Lada gradually began to develop his monumental work in the mid-twenties. His paintings guaranteed him a place among the most original artists of modern painting and his work was presented at the Exhibition of Decorative Art in Paris (1925). Lada also successfully employed his talent working for theatre. 

His independent painting reached its zenith as soon as in the mid-thirties; among his most important works, the largest canvas Czech Landscape triptych (1935), the series Children Playing – Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter (1936 – 1937) and the first version of Lada´s key theme of a night watchman, Christmas Night (1936) are the most famous. There are other significant works: some water sprites in a fascinating series of nearly fifty portraits of this mythical creature (starting with the most ancient Water Sprite in 1934, and ending with the last Water Sprite in Winter, 1957); lovely multifigurative compositions with animals, The Gamekeeper´s Dream and Animals Spending Winter in the Gamekeeper´s Lodge (1941); several examples of his popular pub-brawl series Pub Brawl (1943); and some of his typical winter scenes with playing children (Landscape with Carol Singers, 1942; Children in Winter, 1943; Making a Snowman and Winter, both 1944; Village in Posázaví in Winter, 1945) or sometimes without people (Quiet Evening with a Statue of a Saint, 1944; Silent Night, 1951). 

Lada died on December 14th, 1957.

The unique character of his artistic expression awards Josef Lada a special position within the context of European modern art. 
