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A Unique Cultural Project to Represent the Czech Republic in Belgium

The Most Comprehensive Exhibition of Czech Art Abroad for the Past 10 Years 

January 30th – May 10th, 2009, Hôtel de Ville, Brussels

February 1st, – May 10th, 2009, Musée provincial Félicien Rops, Namur
Organised by Arbor vitae societas in collaboration with the Museum of Czech Literature, Hôtel de Ville in Brussels and Musée provincial Félicien Rops in Namur
It has been a long time since Czech art of the turn of the 19th century has been presented to the foreign public in such a comprehensive and collective exhibition. Works of the most famous Czech painters, graphic artists and sculptors, inspired directly by the ideas and postulates of the decadent movement in the arts and philosophy, shall be presented between January 30th and May 10th in Belgium at the exhibition called DECADENCE. BOHEMIAN LANDS 1880 – 1914 in two prestigious galleries, Hôtel de Ville in Brussels and Musée provincial Félicien Rops in Namur. 

“Last time an exhibition of Czech art at the turn of the 19th century of a similar extent was held was almost ten years ago,“ says Otto M. Urban, the curator of the whole project. Traits of Decadence are apparent in a number of works of Czech artists and in a number of different styles, such as Neo-Romanticism, early Avant-Garde, Expressionism and Cubism. As one of the important movements of European art of the first third of the 20th century, it deserves due attention of the Czech and foreign publics. 

This exhibition freely draws on (and develops the scope of) the inventive and successful exhibition project “In Morbid Colours: Idea of Decadence and Art in the Bohemian Lands 1880 – 1914“ which took place in the Municipal House in Prague at the end of 2006 and at the beginning of 2007 and was seen by over 30 000 visitors. “The impulse for holding the exhibition in Belgium was good relations and co-operation with Musée Provincial Félicien Rops and their enthusiasm for Decadence. The Prague exhibition in the Municipal House aroused great admiration on the part of the Belgium partners and it has, without any doubt, become the direct impulse for this continuation,“ explained Otto M. Urban. 

The exhibition DECADENCE. BOHEMIAN LANDS 1880 – 1914 is held under the auspices of Alexandr Vondra, the Deputy Prime Minister for European Affairs and Pavel Bém, the Mayor of Prague. The exhibition has become the official accompanying event of the Czech presidency in the Council of the European Union in 2009. Thus the importance of the exhibition that is an independent cultural project further increased. 

In Belgium the exhibition will be presented in two complementary thematic collections. The first, larger collection that includes works inspecting artists’ inner feelings and the agony of the individual will be installed at the City Hall in Brussels. The second collection inspired by the demon of love and sexuality will be displayed in the Musée

provincial Félicien Rops in Namur, 65 km Southeast of Brussels. As far as Decadent ideas are concerned, Félicien Rops was one of the most significant personalities in the world. He is not unfamiliar to the Czech public too and he has served as a major source of inspiration for many artists in the late 19th century. Otto M. Urban says: “It is no coincidence that a great part of the exhibition will be housed in the museum in Namur, where Rops’ erotic paintings will be interlinked with the works of Czech artists.“ 

Both intertwinned exhibitions are linked with Decadence key themes including self-analysis by means of self-portraits, portrayals of death as a way out as well as the themes of love and sexuality. Besides such famous names as František Bílek, Karel Hlaváček, Max Švabinský, Alfons Mucha, Jan Preisler, František Kaván, Jan Zrzavý, František Kobliha or Ladislav Šaloun, the curator has also selected less well-known artists whose works are definitely worth more attention – Jaroslav Panuška and Josef Mandl. The exhibits come from a number of prestigious national and private collections. An important collection of works by Karel Hlaváček, woodcarvings by František Kobliha and other works for the exhibition in Belgium have been lent e.g. by the Museum of Czech Literature. The works by František Drtikol have been lent by the Museum of Applied Arts in Prague. Large collections of lent-out works come from the collections of the National Gallery and the Museum of Czech Literature. 

At first, Decadence was the name for a social phenomenon, a feeling that the civilisation was morally, politically and economically deteriorating. It was an attitude to life mostly presented by writers in the final third of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century. Many independent styles of art have their roots in Decadence – Symbolism, Impressionism, Expressionism, neo-Romanticism, Prerafaelism, Lartpourlartism. Here are some of the world-famous Decadent literary personalities: Stéphane Mallarmé, Barbey d´Aurevilly, Charles Baudelaire, Paul Verlaine, Oscar Wilde, Stephane George, Arne Gaborg, Emilio Carrers, Fjodor Sologub, Dmitrij Sergejevič Merežkovskij, Stanislaw Przybyszewski and others. Czech Decadent poetry was represented by a group of authors around Moderní Revue magazine under Arnošt Pricházka  and Jiří Karásek of Lvovice, which was published, between the years 1895 and 1925. The fictional part namely focussed on contemporary romantic, symbolist and decadent creation. In literature Decadent attitude is marked with a pessimistic mood, destruciton, morbidity, mysticism, erotic glut but also narcissism. One of the members of the group around Moderní Revue was the Czech artist Karel Hlaváček, who found many kindred artists abroad (Félicien Rops, Odilon Redon, Edvard Munch etc.), or the Czech artist František Kaván. Drawings, pastel paintings and graphic prints by Karel Hlaváček fully correspond to the idea of a decadent work of visual art, i.e. individual form, extreme manner of thematising (sexually, religion, anarchism) and physical connection between the work and the life, symbolically confirmed by the tragic death of the artist. It was his works of visual art that mainly inspired the curator to hold this exhibition. 

The exhibitions will be solemnly opened on the 29th of January in Brussels and on the 31st of January in Namur. The curator of the exhibitions, Otto M. Urban, will be present at the opening ceremony as well as the organisers from Arbor Vitae Societas, PhD. Martin Souček and Mgr. Vladana Rýdlová and Belgian institutions representatives. A guided tour of the exhibition will be organised the following day during which the curator will speak about the term Decadence and he will go on in details about Czech Decadent creation.

Both opening ceremonies will include presentations of a new vinyl called DECADENCE – In Morbid Colours in the presence of the authors and live performances of a composition La Décadanse – Revisited jointly prepared for this exhibition by Monika Načeva, an original Czech singer and David Cajthaml, a painter and a stage designer. It is an 18-minute-long remix of a well-known song La décadanse by Jane Birkin, a French singer, and Serge Gainsbourg. The song will be released as a gramophone record in a limited edition of 300 copies. 

On the occasion of the Prague exhibition a monograph entitled In Morbid Colours: Art and the Idea of Decadence in the Bohemian Lands 1880 – 1914 had been published. Its authors are Otto M. Urban, PhD., PaeDr. Luboš Merhaut, CsC., and PhDr. Daniel Vojtěch, PhD. This monograph with its 416 pages and 550 reproductions discusses the phenomenon of Decadence in Czech culture, its foreign sources and parallels. It also examines the broader philosophical context of Decadent ideas. The monograph won the 2007 price for the Most Beautiful Book of the Year, and was nominated for the Magnesia Litera award. To accompany this exhibition an English translation of the monograph will be published, as well as a French-Flemish catalogue Decadence. Bohemian Lands 1880 – 1914, containing almost 130 pages and 75 illustrations.

Accompanying programme: 

Commented visit by Otto M. Urban, the curator, on January 31, 2009 in Brussels and February 1, 2009 in Namur

Vinyl DECADENCE – In Morbid Colours – La Décadanse Revisited to be sold in Gallery shops 

Catalogue DECADENCE to be sold in Gallery shops and in the office of Arbor Vitae Societas

CURATOR OF EXHIBITION

Otto M. Urban, Ph.D.

(Born on February 9, 1967)

He studied art history and aesthetics at the Department of Art History at Charles University in Prague from 1985-1990; in 2000, he earned his Ph.D. In early nineties he worked as an assistant at the Department of Art History at the Faculty of Arts, the Charles University, Prague (1990–1994), later he worked as a researcher at the Institute of Art History at the Academy of Sciences of the CR in Prague (1994 –1998). Since 1993 he served as a visiting lecturer, teaching courses on history of modern Czech art at CIEE (1993–1999), ECES (1995–2001), AU (2001–2004), NYU (1999–2009).

In the years 1999, 2001, 2003 and 2005 he was a lecturer of the history of modern Czech art at the University of Texas, Austin. In 2001 – 2008 he collaborated with The School of the Art Institute in Chicago, where he lectured in 2007. Since 1990, he has focused his studies on Central European symbolism, especially on Decadence. He has been the author and co-author of a number of exhibitions (e.g. František Kobliha 1990, Moderní revue 1995, Karel Hlaváček 1998, 2003, Alfred Kubin, 2003). He has published scholarly papers on Decadence and Symbolism in various Czech and foreign specialised magazines.

His texts have also appeared in a number of anthologies (e.g. Totenmesse, 1995, essays on Munch, Hlaváček and Przybyszewski) and scholarly publications (e.g. Důvěrný prostor/ Nová dálka 1997, Prague 1900–1938, 1997, František Bílek 2000, Prostibolo duše 2000). In 2002 Otto Urban was the author and editor of the monograph The Artistic and Critical Work of Karel Hlaváček. In 2003, he co-authored the monograph Alfred Kubin: Rythm and Constructions. In 2004 he wrote an essay on the painting creation of Arnold Schönberg in his text monograph The Style and the Idea. In 2006, Urban published a book entitled In Morbid Colours, Art and the Idea of Decadence in the Bohemian Lands, 1880 – 1914. In 2007 he co-authored a monograph entitled Edvard Munch, Being Alone. 

PUBLISHER AND PRODUCTION COMPANY

ARBOR VITAE 

The Arbor Vitae company was founded in 1992. Since its very beginning the company has focused on art books and production of exhibitions. Since 1998 it has been publishing its De Arte series consisting of diaries, essays, memoirs or quotes of major Czech and international painters, sculptors and architects. The series, consisting of almost 30 titles today – received the very first Most Beautiful Book of the Year Prize awarded by the Ministry of Culture. The Vera Effigies series publishes text monographs of major artists of the 19th and 20th centuries (e.g. Karel Hlaváček, Alfred Kubin, Arnold Schönberg, Edvard Munch). The Louisa series is devoted to fairy-tales and legends illustrated by contemporary Czech painters and graphic artists. The AV series focuses on poetry, fiction and literary essays with visual art accompaniment. Monographs and catalogues published by Arbor Vitae have received many awards in the Most Beautiful Book of the Year contest. A visible outcome of the activity of Arbor vitae consists in exhibitions held in prestigious galleries such as the Prague Castle, Municipal House in Prague, the Gallery of the Capital City of Prague, the Mánes Exhibition Hall, the Moravian Gallery in Brno, the Gallery Klatovy/Klenová, the Gallery of Modern Art in Hradec Králové, the Gallery of Fine Arts in Náchod, as well as smaller regional galleries and exhibition premises, both in the Czech Republic and abroad. The long list of successful projects includes, for example, the exhibition by Eva and Jan Svankmajer, Food, held at the Prague Castle in 2004 or a series of exhibitions by Frantisek Skala that attracted nearly 100 000 visitors in 2004-2005. The exhibitions in 2006: Eva Svankmajerova, the Gallery of Vaclav Spala; Through Disquiet to God. Sacral Arts in 

Bohemia and Moravia in the Years 1870-1914, the Olomouc Museum of Art; Eva Kmentova, the Manes Exhibition Hall and the Moravian Gallery in Brno; In Morbid Colours. Art and the Idea of Decadence in Bohemian Lands 1880-1914, the Prague Municipal House. In 2007, in the Competition for the Most Beautiful Book of the Year 2006, Arbor vitae won the first two prizes in the category of Books on Visual Arts and Artistic Publications for the monographs In Morbid Colours and Eva Kmentová – Now. It has extended its activity by founding a production company, Arbor vitae societa s.r.o. It is a professional entity devoted to the preparation and production of large-scale exhibitions both in the Czech Republic and abroad. In the same year, Arbor vitae produced and published monographs for exhibitions Martin Mainer, Street Art Praha and František Skála – The True Story of Cílek and Lída, that was later displayed in the Czech Centres in Bratislava and Vienna. In 2008, two monographs of cardinal importance to the Czech art appear: Alena Nádvorníková: Art brut in the Czech Lands – “mediumics”, solitaires, psychotics and Arbor vitae contributed to the accompanying exhibition in the Museum of Arts in Olomouc and Daniela Kramerová, Vanda Skálová ed.: the Brussels Dream. The Czechoslovak participation in the Expo 58 World Exhibition in Brussels and lifestyle of the early sixties, the accompanying exhibition prepared by Arbor vitae in the Prague City Gallery, that attracted over 30,000 visitors, is the most visited exhibition of the year. 

www.arborvitae.eu

GALLERY

Musée provincial Félicien Rops

12, rue Fumal, B – 5000 Namur

www.eiger.be/rops

The museum was founded in 1964 to house a collection of Félicien Rops’s works, originally owned by Count Visart de Bosarmé. Through the care and talents of the collection’s owner – the Namur province - the collection was gradually being enriched with other works by this outstanding Belgian symbolist artist. In the 1980’s the museum bought Rops’s father-in-law’s (Théodor Polet) house located right in the historical centre of Namur, on Rue Fumal, where a new exhibition of Félicien Rops’s works was opened in September 1987. As the collection grew, the museum needed more space. This is why a new, adjacent building was opened in spring 2001.

Besides the permanent exhibition dedicated to Félicien Rops and to the artistic techniques that he devoted himself to – drawing, painting and etching, the Museum houses exhibition space for short-term exhibitions. Every year, within the scope of short-term projects, artists of the same generation as Félicien Rops or those sharing his views, as well as themes related to the favourite themes of the artist are presented. In addition to exhibitions, the museum serves as an important communication and cultural centre. In its documentation centre, the museum gathers and makes accessible archival material related to Rops’s life. It also organises conferences, film projections, readings and other activities focusing on the works of Félicien Rops and on the atmosphere of the second half of the 19th century.

Hôtel de Ville

Grand-Place – Grote Markt, B – 1000 Brussels

Brussels City Hall is one of the biggest and most beautiful historical building of its kind in Belgium. Its construction started in 1402 and went on for the whole first half of the 15th century. In 1455, the steeple of the city hall was crowned with a golden statue of Saint Michael, which is one of the symbols of the city. In August 1695, the city hall was badly damaged by the French Army – all that remained were the outer walls and the steeple. However, renovation works started immediately after. Another vast renovation of the building took place in the 19th century.

Brussels City Hall is one of the most sought sites in the Belgian capital and it is a dominant feature of the main square in the historical centre of Brussels – Grande Place. The large building contains valuable historical interiors and exhibitions halls used for various temporary exhibitions. The programme of these exhibitions is very rich, covering literary and historical themes, as well as art and architecture. Profile exhibition projects of countries presiding the European Union are also included. It is also the official seat of the Mayor of Brussels.

Additional information:

www.decadence.info

www.arborvitae.eu

Exhibition organisers:

Arbor vitae societas (www.arborvitae.eu)

Památník národního písemnictví (www.pamatniknarodnihopisemnictvi.cz)

Musée provincial de Félicien Rops, Namur (www.ciger.be/rops)

Service Culturel de la Ville de Bruxelles (www.brupass.be; www.brussels.be)

The project is supported by:

Office of the Government of the Czech Republic

Capital City of Prague

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic

Ministry of Culture of the Czech Republic

Permanent Representation of the Czech Republic to the EU

Czech Centres 

National Gallery in Prague
Main partner:

ČEZ, a.s.

Partners:

RWE, a.s.

Under the auspices of:

Pavel Bém – Mayor of Prague

Alexandr Vondra - Deputy Prime Minister for European Affairs
Additional information:

Petra Panenková and Silvie Marková

Smart Communication s.r.o. – marketing, media, promotion 

T/F: +420 272 657 121

M:, +420 733 538 889, +420 604 748 699

E: panenkova@s-m-art.com; 

markova@s-m-art.com
W: www.s-m-art.com
Klára Vomáčková

Arbor vitae societas

T: 725 537 142

E: klara@arborvitae.eu, info@arborvitae.eu
W:www.arborvitae.eu, www.decadence.info
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SUPPORTED BY the Office of the Government of the Czech Republic, the Capital City of Prague, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic,
the Ministry of Culture of the Czech Republic, the Permanent Representation of the Czech Republic to the EU, the Czech Centres and the National Gallery in Prague.
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