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Vaclav Jirdsek, Photography

Vaclav Jirasek is one of the foremost representatives of
the middle-aged generation of Czech photographers. He
graduated from the Prague Academy of Fine Arts as a
painter and this still significantly influences his photo
compositions. Despite not being an art expert, even | can
feel that there is more of an artistic concept in his work
than just in documentary photos. V4 clav also confirms
this in conversations about his works: Initially, there is
a topic,a message in his mind, for which he then seeks
suitable photo expression. It can take him months to
find...... Unlike the majority of photographers, he does not
just come and —click click click—steal bits of reality that
may appear interesting at that instantaneous moment. He
sometimes arranges the scene, while at other times he
sues the natural environment—but always with a particular
symbolism behind it that he tries to camouflage, make

more complicated, confusing.

Given the high technical virtuosity of Vaclav’s
photography, it sounds ironic that, even after twenty
years of concentrating primarily on this medium, he does
not consider himself a photographer by profession. At
the end of the 1980s,when he founded ,together with
several other painters, photographers and musicians of
his generation, the quite controversial and rebellious art
group “brotherhood” ,trying to bring a new manifesto

J

into the somehow “sleepy” post-socialist Czechoslovak art

scene, he did not even consider photography seriously...

Today, Vaclav’s photos are in collections of art museums
and institutes in the USA or Germany, they appear on
solo-exhibitions as well as in group exhibitions from Asia,
through Europe or both Americas. Definitely not bad for a

self-made man.

It is always difficult to characterize someone’s visual
expressions in words. One wants to keep the author’s
world-view and his personality in mind. At the same
time, however, one does not want to impose too much
of this background on the viewers and thus limit their
own interpretation of what they see. | was ,of course,
wondering how Vaclav Jirasek’ s photos would be de-coded
by public in China, so distant by geography but at the sme
time somehow close to us, the Czechs, by many aspects of
historical experience. After all, our cultural events within
the embassyart ( Z1§) program are about dialog and
mutual understanding and | was tasked to help kick off

this dialogue on Vaclav’s works.

Then, suddenly, my first Czech-China dialog on Vaclav’s
art came sooner then | had anticipated. Together with our
Chinese colleagues at the Embassy, Aixia and Ruijuan, and
Mr. Chen, the experienced expert on photography and the
director of the 798 Photo Gallery, we had to come up with
a Chinese translation of the name for the exhibition. Have
you ever tried to grasp the essence of a whole exhibition

in one or a few words? Even putting aside the issue of



finding the right Chinese characters! My Chinese friends
suggested something like disease to translate “infection”
when they saw photos. Then dirt for “industry” and chaos
for "Upsych”. Mr. Chen summarized it all into frustration,

collapse or depression.

"Oh, no”, | opposed, an opinon based on my personal
impression of Vaclav as quite an optimistic and easy going

fellow.

"But he wants to say there is so much sadness in life,
doesn’t he?” Aixia argued,” and life of workers is hard

and poor..”

“l do not think that he intends to document the hard life
of migrant workers or miners as would probably by the
case for a contemporary Chinese photographer.” | tried to
explain to both her and myself. "Those Czech miners and
workers have a tough life, indeed, but they are not that

poor..It is not what he is trying to show...”

“But industry is something that very modern, new

technoligies, huge computerized complexes..” suggested
Ruijuan.

“Yes,” | had to agree. “But - in the Czech Republic as well
as in China - it still includes this old-fashioned heavy

industry, too, which once used to be the pride of our

economies, now abandoned, forgotten and removed from

our attention..”

“And the madhouse?” the girls asked about the third topic.

“Well, those people from Upsych who collect rubbish and
pile it into bizarre still-lifes all over their old mansion
are a bit grotesque..but not necessarily ill. They are
doing it out of their sentiment and love for antiquities,
| would say.. And there is a great deal of beauty in their

creations, isn’t there?”

So we came to the conclusion we should translate these
three words in the name of the exhibition, “Infection-

Industry - Upsych”, in as neutral a way as possible.

And then | got to read several interviews Vaclav had give
to journalists in recent years. | could not believe my eyes

reading:

“There is some kind of romance in my works, | agree.
Maybe a result of my childhood spent in the countryside,
maybe the Slav soul in me. Romanticism is a means of
escape from reality and the 1980s were romantic even
in the Western culture, not only among those of us
who belonged to the “Ost-block” (i.e sphere of Soviet

influence).”



“Photography is another social phenomenon of over-all
decay, with digitalization and democratization of this
medium, photos have become just another part of all the
recyclable beauty attacking us from all around.. So | am
trying to use photography, which is less abstract than
painting, to create cryptograms, enclosed information,
masks..as all the portraits or still-lifes that | am showing
speak about people behind masks, people who keep their
very private corners.. just for themselves..to hide them

from the outside world.”

“l am a combination of a Gothic and Baroque-style person,
although | know that this is not very fashionable or close
to the western thinking now-a-days. | am fascinated by
the link that connects beauty and spirituality with death

and defeat, ruin or waste...”

“In industry | tried to show the arthritis of the spine-what
we were taught the heavy industry used to be for our
society and economy..” But the social aspect got defeated
by aesthetics..The cars in another thematic cycle could
preach about danger and death on the streets — but they
rather turned into a silent tribute to all those abandoned
and undone creatures that once used to the shinny pride
of our families, symbols of our wealth and status! “I can
not just take photos of homeless people or lonesome
dogs and show them as a fun-house, that would not be

dignified, as it would not help them. To help them | should

do something more substantive. But wish all the beautiful
glittering thinks around us, | also do not want to forget
about them, to betray them. Because there is beauty even
in them — in the shadows, in the darkness. In fact, the

really and deeply beautiful world is the dark one..”

“What | do is an alternative to the world around me and
to its values that | do not identify with. It is my personal
protest — partly against society and partly against the
worse side of me..But at the same time, taking photos
makes my own world. It is a process of clean-up and
purification for me. Therefore | do not want my photos to
be severe. | do not want them to be macabre death-metal
or horror, to haunt people.. My photos should not be just
a sloppy complaint about my own problem-they should
be transformed into something that elevates your spirit,
improves you, that does not bring your energy down, but,

to the contrary, charges you up.”

It looks like all of us - my Chinese colleagues, Mr. Chen
and me - got Vaclav right, somehow. Each on his or her
own way. So why would | need to explain Vaclav Jirasek’
s production more? Please - just enjoy. You will, for sure,

understand.

Ivana Grollova
Czech Embassy
Beijing
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Infection
(2000-2003)

Joint project by the author and its protagonist as a kind of alternative therapy.
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UPSYCH
(2004~ to date)

Long-term project, documenting the Upsych 316a (i.e. Universal psychiatric church). It is
portraying its authors - members of the so-called Unique Sanctity Cultivating Cooperative in a
former Renaissance chateau located in the Czech township Kurivody. Majority of the furniture
and decor of the Upsych 316a, ritually filling up “horror vacuum space” , comes from garbage
cans and containers. It is re-cycled by the members of the cooperative for the purpose of

decoration.
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Industria

(2004-2005)
The project documents the post—-industrial environment in the Czech Republic, consisting of
three main pillars: pictures of industrial architecture, portraits of workers and topography

of the “industrial design” .
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Vaclav Jirasek

Born 3 November 1965, Karvind, Czech Republic.

1989 -1994

One of the founding members

of the artistic group Bratrstvo
[Brotherhood] (painting, photography,
music), with whom he exhibited his
photographic work anonymously. Since
1994 works mainly with photography.

Education

1984 -1990 Academy of Fine Arts in Prague, The
School of Painting
1980 -1984 The Secondary School of Applied Art

Brno, Specialization Applied Graphics,
Dalibor Chatrny

Exhibition Record

Bratrstvo [Brotherhood] solo exhibitions (selection)

1996 The Moravian Gallery in Brno, Czech Republic
1995 Tschechisches Zentrum, Berlin, Germany

1994 Stétna galéria, Banska Bystrica, Slovakia

1993 Galerie Faber, Wien, Austria

1992 Galerie Ambrosiana, Brno, Czech Republic
1991 Prague house of Photography, Prague, Czech
Republic

1990 Galerie mladych, Brno, Czech Republic

1989 Divadlo Semafor, Prague, Czech Republic

Bratrstvo [Brotherhood]

(selection)

2002

Ceska a slovenska fotografie osmdeséatych a
devadesatych let 20. stoleti, Muzeum uméni
Olomouc, Czech Republic

in group exhibitions

1999

1994

1993

1993

1993

1992

1992

1992
1992

1992

1990

Vaclav

2010

2009

2006

2010
2010

Czech Photography in the 1990s, Chicago
Cultural Centre, Chicago, USA

After the Velvet Revolution, The Photography
Gallery of Western Australia, Perth, Australia
Kain a Abel, Manes, Prague, Czech Republic
Fotofeis, Maclaurin Art Gallery, Ayr, Scotland
(exhibition tour Czech Centre London, United
Kingdom; Lisbon, PRT; Porto, Portugal)

MSC Forsyth Center Galleries, Austin, Texas,
USA; Spenser Museum of Art, Lawrence,
Kansas, USA)

Rencontres d'Arles, Arles, France

Bratrstvo, Gabina, Ilvan Pinkava, Fotogalerie
WUK, Wien, Austria

Frontiera 1/92, Bolzano, Italy

2. Internationale Foto — Trienale, Esslingen,
Germany

What's New: Prague, The Art Institute of
Chicago, USA

Tschechoslowakische Fotografie der
Gegenwart, Museum Ludwig, Koln,

Germany (exhibition tour 1991- 1992
Augustinermuseum Freiburg, Germany; 1992
Stadtmuseum Waldkreiburg, Germany)

Jirdsek solo exhibitions (selection)

Upsych 316a, Galerie Josefa Sudka, Prague,
Czech Republic

The Revelation 2007, Galerie 35m2, Prague,
Czech Republic

Industria, Galerie Rudolfinum, Prague,
GRID 10, Amsterdam, Netherlands,

Centro Cultural Inca Garcilazo de la
Cancilleria, Lima, Peru)



2000

2000

1998

1998
1997

1996

1995

1994

Horizonty, Galeria Fotografii, Poznan, Poland
Automatik, Czech centre of Photography,
Prague, Czech Republic (exhibition tour 2001
Fotofestival, Kolin, Germany

Vaclav Jirdasek, Festival Mesiac fotografie,
Czech Centre, Bratislava, Slovak Republic
Vaclav Jirdsek, Galerie Alan, Wien, Austria
Centro de la Imagen, (joint project V. Jirasek,
R. Novak, I. Pinkava) Mexico City, Mexico
Vaclav Jirdsek, Galerie Ambrosiana, Brno,
Czech Republic

Memento Mori (joint project V. Jirdsek, R.
Novdk, |I. Pinkava) Galerie Rudolfinum, Prague,
Czech Republic

Vankovka — rozlouéeni s primyslovym vékem,
Moravian Gallery in Brno (exhibition

tour: 1997 Tschechisches Zentrum, Berlin,
DEU; 1999 Galerie Alan, Wien, Austria)

Vaclav Jirdsek in group exhibitions (selection)

2011

2010

2010

2010

2009

2009

2008

2008
2008

Mutating Medium, Galerie Rudolfinum, Prague,
Czech Republic

Dekadence Now!, Galerie Rudolfinum, Prague,
Czech Republic

Ego, portrait x photography, Langhans Gallery
Prague, Czech Republic

Darknesses for Light, Shiseido Gallery, Tokio,
Japan

Via Lucis 1989 — 2009, Czech society in
photographs, Brussel, Belgium

Tschechische Fotografie des 20.

Jahrhunderts, Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle
der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Bonn, Germ.
Behind walls, Fries museum, Leeuwarden, NLD
Unmanaged, Moravian Gallery in Brno, Czech
Neither animal nor plant, Klatovy, Czech Rep.

2005

2005

2005

2005

2005

2003

2003

2003

2002

2002

2001

2001

2001

2000

2000

2000

2000

1999

Pohadkové bytosti, Ceské muzeum vytvarnych
uméni v Praze, Prague, Czech Republic
Bohatstvi, Galerie U Bilého jednoroice,
Klatovy, Czech Republic (exhibition tour
Galerie Sternberk)

Les, Galerie mésta Plzné, Plzen, Czech Republic
Od zemé pres kopec do nebe.., Severoceska
galerie, Litomérice, Czech Republic

Ceska fotografie 20. stoleti, Galerie hlavniho
meésta Prahy — Méstska knihovna, Prague,
Czech Republic

Ejhle svétlo, Moravska galerie v Brné, Brno,
Czech Republic

Vankovka magickd, Galerie Jizni kfidlo KfiZzové
chodby, Nova radnice, Brno, Czech Republic
Pocta statecnym, Galerie Langhans, Prague,
Czech Republic

Laboratof soucasnych tendenci, Narodni
galerie v Praze, Prague, Czech Republic
Divodina, Galerie Klatovy / Klenova - Galerie U
Bilého jednorozce, Klatovy, Czech Republic
Galeria Sztuki Wspdtczesnej, Wroctaw, Poland
Vintage and Contemporary Czech Photography,
The S K Josefsberg Studio, Portland, Oregon,
USA

Czech Photography, Benham Studio Gallery,
Seattle, USA

Akt v ¢eské fotografii, Cisafska konirna
Prazského hradu, Prague, Czech Republic
Spoletnost pfed objektivem, Obecni dim,
Prague, Czech Republic (exhibition tour
Moravian Gallery in Brno)

Melancholie, Moravian Gallery in Brno, Czech
Republic

Konec svéta?, National Gallery in Prague,
Prague, Czech Republic

Czech and Slovak Photography, Czech Center,



1997
1996

1996

1994

Project Chimaera, Halle, Germany

Facing the End of the Century, Moravian
Gallery in Brno, Czech Republic)

Vrais Reves Galerie, Lyon, France (together
with I. Pinkava, V. Zidlicky)

V ostrém svétle, Prague house of Photography,
Prague, Czech Republic

In collections (selection)

Museum of Decorative Arts in Prague

Moravian Gallery in Brno

The Olomouc Museum of Art

The Art Institute of Chicago, USA

Museum Ludwig, Kéln am Rhein Galerie der Stadt
Esslingen am Neckar

Kresge Art Museum, Michigan, USA

Bibliography (selection)

Michal Nanoru, Zrada temného svéta, Zivel
no.30/2009, 2009.

Tschechische Fotografie des 20. Jahrhunderts,
V.Birgus&J.MlIcoch, Kunst- und
Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland, Kant, Bonn 2009.

Michal Nanoru, Vaclav Jirdsek, C&V, 2/2009,
2009.

Unmanaged, The natural forest in Photography,
Moravska galerie v Brné, 2008.

Magdalena Wells, Mezi zvifetem a kvétinou,
Galerie Klatovy / Argot vitae, 2008.

Ben Lewis, Orbituaries to the Industrialage, 2
ArtReview, 2006.

Petr Nedoma, Industria, Kant, Praha 2006.
Jifi Zemanek, Ejhle svétlo, (exhibition
catalogue), Moravska galerie v Brné, Kant,
Praha 2003.

Milena Slavicka, Bratrstvo, Fotograf, 2003, ¢. 2.
Helena RisSlinkova, Lucia Lendelova, Tomas
Pospéch, Bratrstvo, in: Ceska a slovenska
fotografie osmdesatych a devadesatych let
20. stoleti (exhibition catalogue), Muzeum
uméni, Olomouc 2002.

Tomas Dvorak, Wanieck factory (exhibition
catalogue), Brno 2002.

Elzbieta tubowicz, Mit i fotografia, Kwartalnik
Fotografia, 2001, ¢. 8.

Josef Moucha, Automatik, Ateliér, 2001, ¢. 23.
Petr Ingerle, Kaliopi Chamonikola (ed.),
Melancholie (exhibition catalogue), Moravska
galerie v Brné, Brno 2001.

Vladimir Birgus, Jan MIcoch, Akt v ¢eské
fotografii, Kant, Praha 2001.

James Luciana, Black and White Photography,
Rockport Publishers, Gloucester 2000.
Bohdan Chlibec, Mojmir Horyna, Memento
mori, foto V. Jirasek, R. Novak, |I. Pinkava,
Torst, Praha 1998.

Vladimir Birgus, MiloS Vojtéchovsky, Jistoty a
hledani v ceské fotografii 90. let, Kant, Praha
1997.

Josef Moucha, FOTOFO, Imago, 1997, ¢. 4.
Jiti Simacek, Bratrstvo (exhibition catalogue),
Moravska galerie v Brné, Brno 1996.

Antonin Dufek, Facing the End of the Century
(catalogue of the touring exhibition), Praha
1996.

Ladislav Plch, Vannkovka - rozlouceni s
primyslovym vékem (exhibition catalogue),
Moravskd galerie v Brné, Brno 1994.



Pavel Pepperstein, Bratrstvo, Vytvarné uméni,
1991, ¢. 5.

Vladimir Birgus, Milo$ Vojtéchovsky, Bratrstvo,
Tschechoslowakische Fotografie der
Gegenwart, Museum Ludwig, KéIn/Braus,
Heidelberg 1990.

Petr Balajka, Bratrstvo, Ceskoslovenska
fotografie, 1990, ¢. 6.
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Iﬁl 798 Photo gallery
B £ BH

19th September 2011 - 16th October 2011
exhibition at the 798 Photogallery (798 Art District, Beijing)
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