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During preparation of the exhibition which would survey the evolution of Czech photography over the 
last twenty years, it became clear from the outset that one could not fully rise to such a task within the 
scope of a single exhibition or catalogue. An exhibition defined only by an outlined period of time and a specific 
medium invariably presents a thankless task, one requiring detailed taxonomy and criteria of selection that may 
nonetheless prove misleading, if one does not simultaneously at all times take into account changes in the art 
scene and the social conditions within the given period, and above all, the evolution of the medium itself.  
 
The situation is made all the more complicated in that unlike, for instance, graphic art or ceramics, 
photography represents one of the key 20th century phenomena and as such is so firmly embedded in 
modern society that the border between “photography as art” and “non-artistic photography” may be defined 
in a completely different manner by any individual person (and by each photographer in particular). In the words 
of its leading proponents, photography has defined itself throughout the 20th century as a Modernist project 
of representation, from which its various sub-genres are derived, but also in a sense as a specific ideology, 
one which in the long run would erect and guard its own rights and institutions. Thus instead of giving a general 
survey of the situation within “photography as art”, the present exhibition aims to contemplate the entire 
project of “photography” from the outside, removed from its conventional and long-established territory. In the 
dynamic context of the last two decades, which were in the sway of dramatic political as well as technological 
changes leading towards the mass digitalization and democratization of visual media, the exhibition aims to 
chronicle those artists who succeeded in challenging the understanding of photography within the province of 
fine art, conceiving of it anew, thereby expanding the art scene as a whole. The key issues of the exhibition are 
therefore all the new mutations of “photography,” often occurring outside of what was hitherto understood as 
the traditional bounds of the medium. 
 
The use of photography in contemporary art has become radically democratized since the 1990s: as a medium 
of art, photography has gradually broken free from the isolation resulting from its specialized technical nature 
and professional connotations. Thus in the last two decades, one may observe a departure from the 
Modernist vision of photography and a shift towards creative activity defined in broadly post-
conceptualist terms. As for subject matter, there has been a shift of emphasis away from the reflection of 
reality (whether inner or outer) and towards a more structured description of it: photography readily adopts 
the language of poetry, sociology, psychology, even the mass media. The exhibition thus captures the gradual 
metamorphoses and mutations of photography: from Post-Modern hyperbole via the conceptual strategies of 
the 1990s to the most contemporary works, exploring the very nature of the photographic medium. From the 
perspective of other artistic approaches (painting, installation, performance), the exhibition indicates the shifts in 
the perception of photography as a vehicle for social or cultural content.  
 
An exhibition of this size naturally cannot describe all the nuances or capture the representatives of 
all the various forms and types of photography. And one must naturally see that an exhibition of this sort is also 
a reflection of the taste and perceptions of a concrete group of curators, Although the current project 
represents an exhibition of relatively recent history, it must still be approached as history per se; that is, with 
the attempt to view it in the broader perspective of the evolution of contemporary art (both local and 
international), and to respect what is often already the historical value of works, presented if possible in their 
original formats and mounting. Even these changes in the final formal attributes of the medium are often more 
significant than it may seem, for it is in fact over the course of the last twenty years that the mounting 
of photographs has itself undergone a radical change. Instead of exquisite prints in neat pass-partout and 
fetching frames, we now encounter (often large-format) digital prints, enlargements on dibond and aluminium, 
or prints simply nailed to the wall, not to speak of hybrid forms of installation or appropriations. This ever 
greater variability of means of use has led artists to contemplate the ideal form of the resulting 
artefact. 
 
 The exhibition and catalogue are both structured in several sections, combining historical, thematic as well as 
technological perspectives.  Although both exhibition and catalogue try to respect the loosely outlined aspects 
of period and genre, they are nonetheless not adherent to any dogma, but instead are combined in such a way 
as to bring into focus even the less obvious contexts. Some artists may thus appear also outside of the sections 
principally dedicated to them, while some works are placed outside their brackets in order to highlight their 
affinities (or on the contrary, their differences). 
 



 The exhibition Mutating Medium includes about one hundred and fifty works by twenty artists and artistic duos, 
all of whom work directly or indirectly with photography and related media, and thus traces the evolution of 
Czech art over the last twenty years as seen through the prism of the photographic medium. As 
stated at the beginning, photography is both an all-embracing and a fluid medium. The aim of the present 
catalogue is to provide at least an inkling of the forms which this “mutating medium” has taken in Czech art in 
the last two decades.  
 
 

Participating artist 
 
Zbyněk Baladrán, Pavel Baňka, Veronika Bromová, Jiří Černický, Milena Dopitová, Lukáš Jasanský 
and Martin Polák, Václav Jirásek, Michal Kalhous, Alena Kotzmannová, Jiří Kovanda, David Možný, 
Markéta Othová, Michal Pěchouček, Ivan Pinkava, Daniel Pitín, Štěpánka Šimlová, Václav Stratil, 
Antonín Střížek, Jiří Surůvka, Jiří Thýn, Filip Turek, Aleksandra Vajd and Hynek Alt 
 
 
Chapters of the exhibition 
 
- pictorialists 
The present chapter discusses those artists who became prominent at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s and 
who drew on the classical traditions of photography, while nonetheless exacerbating or reflecting these in their 
own peculiar way. During this period, a fascination with the visual and technical qualities intensified to an almost 
obsessive degree, and Modernist tendencies often transcended into the Post-Modern sphere, resulting in a 
revisiting of Pictorialism and Symbolism. The concept of photogeny continued to play an important role, often 
deliberately exalted, much like a spectral quality which paradoxically challenged the veracity of the photographic 
image. There still remained a strong adherence to the tradition of “photography as art” (and by extension, the 
connection to painting), accentuating an unspoken and archetypal nature, hidden behind gestures, props and 
compositions. Equally significant was the emphasis on solemn poetry, often intensely resonant in this sort of 
photography, removed as it was from its original period context. 
 
- strategists 
An important role in the understanding of photography was played by artists who referenced photography only 
indirectly, for instance within painting, collage or installations. Their works not only mirrored the personal and 
social importance of photographic representation, but also constituted a reflective counterpoint to a technical 
medium. This opening up and overlapping of genres in turn facilitated a wider transcendence of photography 
into the sphere of the fine arts. While the artists from the previous chapter were preoccupied above all with 
intensifying the impact of the traditional photographic image, there appeared in the early 1990s a range of 
artists who used photography as an archival source related to both personal and cultural history, as a means of 
performance documentation, but also in the newly preferred format of installation (defined in terms of staging 
rather than sculpture) and objects. An entirely new way of working with photography was the use of it as a 
strategic device. These strategies were mostly post-conceptual in orientation, incorporated into increasingly 
complex contexts and structures. 
 
- manipulators  
Since the mid-1990s, new approaches based in digital manipulation have begun to assert themselves in the 
Czech art scene. An absolutely limitless re-shaping of the image, often including technically sophisticated 
transposition, has introduced to photography both new possibilities and a foreboding of the demise of its most 
essential qualities: originality and authenticity.   
The Surrealist tradition played a role in this, its presence lingering in the Czech context with extraordinary 
intensity even in the post-war years. This later resulted in new forms of iconoclasm, often operating in 
deliberate opposition to the ever-growing power of the mass media. 
 
- non-protographers 
A separate chapter is formed by those artists who – in spite of having already asserted themselves in the 
course of the 1990s in terms of the art scene of the period as orthodox “photographers” using traditional 
black-and-white prints (often in unusually oversized format) – based their work precisely on ignoring (and 
sometimes downright negating) any sense of traditional photographic subject matter. This naturally entailed a 
strong animosity mixed with uncomprehension on the part of “photography as art”. For lack of other terms (for 
the Czech translation of the English term ‘artists using photography’ never caught on here) as well as due to an 
extremely hostile reception from the photographic community, the works of these artists are sometimes 



referred to as “nefotografie” – non-photography, which however from the point of view of logic denotes nothing 
but a mutual institutional incompatibility. Still, it should be said that from the mid-2000s the above-mentioned 
antagonism began to disappear. 
 
- after photography 
In 2005 more than any other time one could observe in some artists working with photography an almost 
baffling tendency towards the abstraction of the medium itself, in some cases actually resulting in purely abstract 
forms. If the Constructivist reduction of photography to abstract forms is regarded as the dawn of modern 
photography, it is as though today, at the end of an era, the same seems to be happening, albeit in the opposite 
direction: instead of aiming to construct photography, artists now deconstruct it. They thus revisit the very 
physical essence of photography and its role in modern society. If we take traditional analogue photography, 
which dominated most of the twentieth century, to be more or less a closed chapter, it is interesting to see in 
what ways contemporary artists seek to recapitulate, redefine, and even cite this sphere. By contrast to the 
radical conceptual critics of the 1960s and 1970s one can perceive also a poetic aesthetic, pathos, and regret for 
the vanishing medium. 
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Ivan Mečl), fotografie?? (Galerie Klatovy/Klenová, 2004, with Jan Freiberg), Miroslav Tichý (Brno House of the 
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