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The natural beauty, purity, fragility and rapid fading of flowers have always inspired artists. The presence of flowers in a painting significantly influenced the impact of the work even if it was mere decoration at the background of the picture. In various periods of art history interest in this subject rises and falls following the rhythm of a sinus wave (xenia, mythological painting, flower still-lifes, Pre-Raphaelite painting, modernist still-lifes, etc.). The occurrence of the flowers is mapped out and fixed by elaborate symbolism of their meaning, thanks to which we are drawn into tales of the mythical heroes of Antiquity (Flora, Narcissus, Hyacinth, Adonis, Artemis, Aphrodite, Venus, Diana, etc.) and the saints of the Christian world (the Virgin Mary, St. Rita, St. Therese of Lisieux, etc.). 

The exhibition …and Don’t Forget the Flowers surveys the occurrence of the subject in the works of contemporary artists. Each of the presented works is by itself part of a system where the depiction of flower and plant motifs in general (in old or contemporary art) stands as just one among other alternatives. Didi-Huberman in this connection points out the structural advantage of the Warburgian viewpoint of “dynamic inversions” allowing us to overcome all iconographic, generic and ideological boundaries, ,[…] artists can use the same morphology in very different if not antithetic contexts and for very different symbolic purposes.‘ And it is the Warburgian aspect that may provide some guidance to the approach for “reading” the works on show. If we compare, for example, Dutch floral still-lifes at the beginning of the 16th and the beginning of the 17th century (i.e. the period when the flower still-life developed into a recognized and independent genre) with a work by Jan Merta Flower II, 2003–2007, we find that the compared pictures show agreement in the composition of the subject and as a result can be classified in the same category within art criticism. What sets them apart is the semantic level and the context. They were created under completely different cultural circumstances and for a totally different purpose. The subject of a bouquet of flowers rarely appears in Merta’s oeuvre, in contrast to the painters of floral still-lifes who were in demand in their time, such as Ambrosius Bosschaert or Balthasar van der Ast, etc. While the Dutch still-lifes are in a sense a dialogue between the nouveau riche society and its material assets, a herald of the interest in systematic botany or a sought-after rarity, for Jan Merta flowers in a glass of water are a “pretext” for capturing the form and colour. His Flower is a simple bouquet of picked flowers influenced in their selection by his personal preference for the selected species. The approach to the flower selection, for example, by Bosschaert, was made from a different position. In his works the final painting is a reunion of many often separate studies, resulting in a mixture of flowers  which never had or could have existed in nature. The technique of painting of both artists is compliant with their aims. Bosschaert’s paintings are in details more like flower portraits, a presentation of the imitative skills of the author rather than a mere description of botanical species, as was the case with many other examples of Dutch flower painting, especially in the first decade of the 17th century. By choosing photography as the mediator, Jan Merta abandoned the intention to capture the transparent fragility of the blossoms as faithfully as possible. In the slowly maturing painting he exploits suggestions and hints.

Contemporary art fully reflects the ambiguity of the subject provoking one to take a step beyond the conventions of the fixed norms of depiction, to manipulate the volatile sensuality of “le fleurs du mal”. Although in the works of contemporary artists the flower motifs do not always come bundled up with the meanings of the canonical attributes, gradually ascribed to the individual species from antiquity, their depiction in however simplified a form signals the intended contents of the message, often revealing the emotional background to the theme involved. The selection of the motif (object) is firmly linked to their conscious living and to the subconscious symbolism unveiling the deepest aspects of reality. However, a polarity with the fragile transition zone between the poles of embodiment of beauty and fullness of life versus passing and death remains in command, mesmerizing as the flicker of a mayfly’s wings. 

The exhibition …and Don’t Forget the Flowers will present works by artist of three generations. Paintings by Jan Merta (* 1952), Vladimír Skrepl (* 1955), Vladimír Kokolia (* 1956), Daniel Balabán (* 1957), Petr Písařík (* 1968), Josef Bolf (* 1971) will be shown alongside photographic cycles by Lukáš Jasanský (* 1965) and Martin Polák (* 1966), Michal Kalhous (* 1967), Markéta Othová (* 1968), Jiří Thýn (* 1971), Michal Pěchouček (* 1973), Alena Kotzmannová (* 1974) and spatial installations by Jiří Kovanda (* 1953), Tomáš Hlavina (* 1966), Denisa Lehocká (* 1971), Marek Meduna (* 1971), Ján Mančuška (* 1973), Dominik Lang (* 1980), Eva Koťátková (* 1982), objects by Tomáš Hlavina (* 1966), and videos by Milena Dopitová (* 1963) and Adéla Svobodová (* 1978). 

The exhibits are divided into 8 sections (Plant Power, Flower as a Symbol, Gardens, Flower Still-lifes, Period Context, Vanitas, Tradition, Natural Form), where each section represents themes that absorb the relationships within the whole and freely interweave and complement each other. The first floor of the Pražák Palace is home to the second part of the exhibition consisting of an interactive zone for the young and old where the visitors can inspect Baroque herbariums by Pietro Andrea Mattioli and Basilio Besler from the book collections of the Moravian Gallery in Brno, both being essential examples of European botanica/pharmaceutical literature from the 16th and 17th century, and where they can plant a living flower that they can take care of throughout the duration of the exhibition (free entry on repeated visits). The screening of a film record of plant growth documenting both the stamina of plants and their fragility (Jan Calábek, Jak rostliny rostou, 1963, 7´) augurs the content of some of the accompanying programmes to the exhibition on the relationship of culture and nature (a lecture on the subject of the  Natural Garden without Frontiers with additional information on the initiatives related to creating meadows, new methods of flower planting in the city of Brno, etc.), and the transformations of the theme in the history of art. Boxes with bulbs and seeds for planting are intentionally furnished with descriptions of their symbolic meaning. Examples from the inexhaustible number of depictions of flowers with references to the past help us understand the subject, realize the context, and make the exhibition complete (such as the lecture Floral Motifs in Visual Art). They help us highlight the permanence of the recurring theme in the history of art and the natural impossibility to regard the flower in the life of man as something ”beyond words”, something concrete and living. 

The accompanying programme will further include two guided tours of the exhibition with its curator, educational programmes for elementary and secondary schools and creative workshops. The exhibition …and Don’t Forget the Flowers is accompanied by a publication of the same name.“

Yvona Ferencová

curator Moravian Gallery in Brno
„The exhibition …and Don’t Forget the Flowers is based on careful and sympathetic observation. It is the only way for us to be able to spot and identify the fine relationships and characteristic details nearly lost among the hordes of artistic positions present on the contemporary Czech visual art scene, which wind their way across generations and creative strategies. Regardless of how misleading thematic exhibitions can be if we wanted to use them today to define the dominant trend or the domain of main problems, the attempt of our colleague Yvona Ferencová goes substantially beyond such a problematic summary. Its validity consists in realizing the unusually frequent occurrence of the simple motif of the flower (or a flower still-life as a “forbidden genre”), these days seemingly edged out of the consciousness of a great number of Czech artists no matter what end of the “engagé” spectrum they come from due to the figurative imperative of the floral subject. The theme, though apparently self-seeding, is (in the context of the work of the different artists) regarded as rootless, marginalized on the stony ground of contemporary concerns. Even so, the flower as a subject matter or motif is based on a more or less random solid footing, grounded in tradition (albeit surpassed, mocked, deconstructed), a residuum, a persistent subject of natural interest and affection of artists, and to this day a functional symbol and sign. This was the blueprint for the exhibition and the publication that will guide the visitors through the contemporary Czech visual art scene, along a path suddenly emerging in front of them. Who knows, next time the path untrodden may have disappeared.“
Marek Pokorný

director Moravian Gallery in Brno

ACCOMPANYING PROGRAMME

Wednesday 12/1/2011 5 p.m.

Guided tour / Yvona Ferencová, exhibition curator

Pražák Palace, Husova 18

Free with an admission ticket.
Wednesday 19/1/2011 5 p.m.

Wild gardens without frontiers (Working in the garden together with nature)

Helena Vlašínová (MZLU) and the Veronica Ecological Institute / lecture with slides

Museum of Applied Arts, Husova 14

A wild garden as an oasis for animals, plants and man. Working in the garden together with nature is more beneficial than fighting against it. What do we gain if we stop using artificial fertilizers, pesticides and peat? 
Admission 40 Kč.

Thursday 17/2/2011 5 p.m.

Floral motifs in visual art

Kaliopi Chamonikola / lecture

Museum of Applied Arts, Husova 14

A lecture focusing on the meaning and symbolism of flowers in the history of visual art.

Admission 40 Kč.

Wednesday 23/2/2011 5 p.m. 

Professor Jan Calábek and plants in time-lapse film photography
Ing. Jiří Hřib, CSc. / lecture with film screening

Museum of Applied Arts, Husova 14

Portrait of prof. RNDr Jan Calábek (1903–1992) from Brno, a scientist, pedagogist and pioneer of Czech and world experimental poetics of scientific cinematography, and his research into plant physiology. 

In collaboration with Ing. Ladislav Rygl and the Audiovisual Centre of Mendel University Brno.

Admission 40 Kč.

Thursday 24/2/2011 5 p.m.

Final day guided tour / Yvona Ferencová, exhibition curator
Pražák Palace, Husova 18

Free with an admission ticket.
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CONTACT FOR MEDIA 

Lenka Vodičková, public relations, +420 724 516 672, +420 532 169 174

tisk@moravska-galerie.cz
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5 budov, 1 galerie.

Pražákův palác Uměleckoprůmyslové muzeum Místodržitelský palác Jurkovičova vila Rodný dům Josefa Hoffmanna

