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Catalogue Excerpt 

Flaesh by Petr Nedoma 

 

I think the most vital change in the portrayal of the human body to take place in the 20th 
century, which naturally continues to this day, is that artists have virtually abandoned 
attempts to achieve perfection of form and representation. Both in terms of perfection in 
mimicking reality and in the technological sense of crowning an image, for example, by 
applying a final layer of varnish, which would not only fuse the colours, but also, in a way, 
would enclose the work in an imaginary case. The finality of the picture and its framing 
created a gaping distance between the work and the recipient. … It came to prominence in the 
early decades of the 20th century, especially in the context of expressionism, which does not 
require a finished form. On the contrary, the nervous liveliness of the watercolours (Bourgeois, 

Dumas), elegant ink sketches (Emin), fine pencil drawings (De Bruyckere) and sweeping large‑
format drawings (Smith) are conduits that bring out sensitivity, the barely describable or 
visually hard to capture conveyance of the emotional state of mind in its procedural openness 
and ability to express that, which is invisible, yet realistically conceivable and experienced. As 
for perception, it is essential not to forget to switch to a different code of perception and, 
instead of seeing the surface and form and reading it through literary knowledge or the 
schematics of current correctness, to tune into one’s own empathy and the ability to recall a 
personal experience or enrich it with a new aspect. 
 
Petr Nedoma, essay excerpt from the catalogue Flaesh, published by Galerie Rudolfinum to 
accompany this exhibition (Prague, 2015)  
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Marlene Dumas 

The Dutch painter Marlene Dumas was born in 1953 in Cape Town. She relocated to Europe, 

specifically Holland, soon after reaching adulthood. In her rich, multivalent work, rooted in powerful 

visuality, it is the human individual that prevails. She systematically combines intensely personal – 

even intimate – topics with active ingresses into current politically-tinged affairs. An important role is 

also played by the texts related to her work, which makes her one of today’s most eminent painters. 

She holds several honorary degrees, art awards and honours. She represented the Netherlands at the 

Venice Biennale in 1995, and her work became part of the exhibition in the Central Pavilion at the 

56th Venice Biennale in 2015. An extensive exhibition going by the name of Marlene Dumas: The 

Image as Burden deservedly earned plaudits. It was hosted by the Stedelijk Museum (Amsterdam), in 

2014, and subsequently travelled to the Tate Modern (London) and the Beyeler Foundation (Basel). 

 

 

MARLENE DUMAS – Q&A 

1. Sexuality, love and death belong among the most frequented concepts in your works. You 

develop these themes on the background of political aspects of the image, its cultural 

context and with the awareness of the history of European painting. What is the biggest 

influence in chosing your topics? Where do you seek inspiration?   

When I try to start making works again I always start with where I am at psychologically.My 

own state of mind is my best model or strongest influence, even though it does not mean that 

I literary paint myself. It is combined with what happens in the world around me. Last but not 

least, chance and the materials I use, have their own influence, too, in determining the 

eventual content 

 

2. In 1976 you moved from South Africa to Amsterdam. What was the most difficult about 

this change of environment? Where did you see the most striking differences? And how do 

these two cultures differ?  

 

Leaving my mother and having no family in Europe was the hardest. South Africa was in the 

aggresive grip of Apartheid, while Amsterdam was peaceful, tolerant, sexy and gay. No books 

or films were banned in Holland. As a woman you could be on the streets late at night without 

being fearful. Feeling so sad was bad, but feeling so free was wonderful. 

 

 

3. You deal with the social issues from the European viewpoint, which is, however, based on 

your unique experiece from the African world. It is not possible to avoid topics like racism, 

violence, colonialism and the overall attitude of European powers to Africa in general. Do 

you feel that your approach to this issue is a kind of a double viewpoint, one from the 

inside and at the same time from the outside? 
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Yes. But then all the art that I appreciate the most deals simultaneously with intimacy and 

distance. 

 

4. You often use photography and film as your resource materials. You come up with a new 

way of working, which is influenced by films like Last Year in Marienbad by Alain Resnais or 

Ecstasy by Gustav Machatý. What is most captivating for you in the current image boom in 

the field of visual culture?  

 

That the protesting people on the streets can record, show and share history instantly through 

their mobile phones! 

 

 

5. Looking at your work with sexually explicit content, we become aware that the current 

society accepts the images of violence and brutality better than those with motifs of sexual 

character. What are your thoughts about tolerating images that represent violence rather 

than sex?    

 

From the beginning of time, some of the first images made, were of how to kill (animals) or 

make war, but then also about how to procreate. Understanding the universe as an erotic 

force that gives birth to new forms. We need to know both how to protect ourselves (body 

and soul) and also how to give and open ourselves (body and spirit) to others. But if we only 

see and glorify violence and revenge, we become very sick people! 

 

 

6. Are you considering the fact that the image titles can influence approaches to the following 

interpretation of your work? 

  

Yes, indeed. That is a very important part of the work. How do we 'name' our emotions. By 

what names do we call one another. 
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Tracey Emin 

Tracey Emin’s art is one of disclosure, using her life events as inspiration for works ranging from 

painting, drawing, video and installation, to photography, needlework and sculpture. Emin reveals her 

hopes, humiliations, failures and successes in candid and, at times, excoriating work that is frequently 

both tragic and humorous. Her work has an immediacy and often sexually provocative attitude that 

firmly locates her oeuvre within the tradition of feminist discourse. By re-appropriating conventional 

handicraft techniques – or “women’s work” – for radical intentions, Emin’s work resonates with the 

feminist tenets of the ‘personal as political’. She studied art first at Maidstone College of Art and later 

at the Royal College of Art in London. She has exhibited extensively including solo and group 

exhibitions world-wide. In 2007, Tracey Emin represented the UK at the 52nd Venice Biennale, 

becoming the second female artist to ever do so. That same year, Emin was made a Royal 

Academician and was awarded an Honorary Doctorate from the Royal College of Art. In 2011, she 

became the Royal Academy’s Professor of Drawing and in 2012, Queen Elizabeth II appointed her 

Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire for her contributions to the visual arts. 

 

TRACEY EMIN – Q&A 

1. Could we understand the work “Dead Sea” in connection with the previous piece “My Bed” 

as a metaphor for the change of attitude towards life? Is it an illustration of the “last 

story”; a kind of gesture that encapsulates several years of human life in a genius epitome? 

The mattress from Dead Sea is my own. The stains cast a map of a life long gone. The branch 

represents the brittleness of age. Yes, it could be seen as the antithesis of My Bed with 

everything stripped away, even my own sexuality. 

2. “Dead Sea” stands in contrast to the explicit portrayal of masturbating women. What 

would you like to express by this ambivalence? 

It is not to stand in contrast but side by side, the next stage of life.  

3. One of the last projects of Louise Bourgeois was your joint series of 16 intimate drawings 

“Do Not Abandon Me”. Could you tell us more about this collaboration? Has it influenced 

the approach to your work? 

Just working with Louise and knowing her has influenced me. I take everything far more 

seriously. I realise as I get older, art is all I have. I have to respect it more. Louise was/is a 

fantastic role model for any female artist working today. I am so lucky to have known her. The 

collaboration worked like magic. It was like one person’s work. 

4. What was at the beginning of your work with neon? Why did you chose this specific 

communication means? Have other artists who worked with neon before inspired you? 

When I had my project "The Tracey Emin Museum" I needed to make a sign. The gallerist Carl 

Freedman suggested I make it in neon, as I loved neon and always commented on it. That was 

twenty years ago. I grew up in the British seaside resort of Margate surrounded by neon. The 

golden mile looked like a mini Las Vagas. There is no neon in suburbia! Neon has an edge only 
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to be found in decadent places of fun. I like the work of Bruce Nauman very much, but in 

terms of making neon there is no influence what so ever. My neons are very personal.  

 

5. What did you want to express with “Vanishing Lake”? Could we understand it as a 

metaphor of woman’s life at the end of her fertility age? 

The Vanishing Lake is a real lake. It is situated on my land in France and only appears in the 

winter months. It is supplied by a wild babbling brook that fills the lake and then cascades into 

a fantastic waterfall. It really is beautiful. But I rarely see it. During the summer it is a dry basin 

burnt out by the sun. Yes, it represents me now, but part of me still has hope…  
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Berlinde De Bruyckere 
 

The Belgian artist Berlinde De Bruyckere was born in 1964 in Ghent and is known for her unsettling 

and extremely expressive figurative sculptures of a monumental character. Figure as an impersonal 

human being in the inordinately existential tension of extreme situations plays a crucial role in her 

work. Using materials such as wax, wood, iron, hair and the hides of horses, she achieves almost 

uncannily realistic surfaces of the sculptural installations, which frequently moves between the past, 

present and possible future. Suffering, isolation, birth and death are the main themes of her work 

constantly confronting humanity and the human nature, which she processes with an unsettling 

urgency. Berlinde De Bruyckere trained at LUCA School of Arts in Ghent. She is a Honorary doctor of 

the University of Ghent from the year 2015. She achieved international acclaim when she took part in 

the 2003 Venice Biennale, where she exhibited her sculptures in the Italian Pavilion. She returned to 

the Venice Biennale in 2013 as a representative of her native Belgium. 
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Kiki Smith  
 

The American sculptor Kiki Smith, born in 1954 in Nuremberg, says she grew up in an environment, 

which grappled – perhaps a little too much – with the body. This predisposition later morphed into an 

extensive set of primarily sculptural works, in which the dominant theme was the female body, with 

the aim to show it in a neutral form – as a human body. In recent decades, this internationally 

acclaimed artist has tended to focus on drawings, in which she has teased out a long thread of very 

rich, if somewhat cryptic, mythological imagination. Kiki Smith’s many awards to date include the US 

State Department Medal of Arts (2012), the Theo Westenberger Women of Excellence Award (2010), 

the Nelson A. Rockefeller Award, Purchase College School of the Arts (2010), and the Women in the 

Arts Award, Brooklyn Museum (2009). In 2006, TIME featured her in its prestigious “TIME 100: The 

People Who Shape Our World”. Her work has been exhibited several times at the Whitney Biennial, 

New York (1991, 1993, 2002), and the Venice Biennale (1993, 1999, 2005, 2009), and can be found in 

the world’s most important collections. 

 

 

KIKI SMITH – Q&A 

1. There are large drawings included in the exhibition, which often depict one figure from two 

viewpoints. Could this duality be understood as one of the characteristics of human nature 

being based on constantly fighting polarities of good and evil? 

No. They are more like two movie stills about an expansion of possibility perceived at two 

different moments of movement. Also just exploring the result of repetition or doubling like 

twins or relatives - of like things being in proximity. 

2. You often illustrate the fairy tales and magical stories in your work. Are you inspired by 

literature or is there another source of inspiration for you? What do you find so fascinating 

about the fairy tales? 

Sometimes I am intrigued by the vivid intersection of the natural world and human beings 

within fairy tales and in the active seen and unseen world. 

3. In the course of your whole career you work with the topic of human body and nature. You 

treat the human body from philosophical, spiritual as well as social perspectives. The 

figures seem to be increasingly neutral, stripped bare from their corporality, they seem 

etheric and harmonious. How do you personally perceive the human body through the 

agency of your sculptures? 

I don't know if I perceive a human body more than just as a person bumbling along struggling 

to be in one. In more recent years, my work has moved away from the figure more and 

concentrated more on plants and animals in my environment. 
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4. What do you see as the biggest achievement in your artistic career? 

I have been very fortunate to essentially have a continued space of curiosity that has not been 

satiated by any particular moment and therefor always provides me with a chance for 

possibility. 

5. How did your father, the minimalist sculptor Tony Smith influence your work? 

My father was the main person, until I was 20 years old, who included me in their art process 

and thoughts. So, in that sense, he is probably the largest influence of my life. I had the 

opportunity to participate in his passion and curiosity and help him with the homemade 

aspects of his work as well as witness the transformation from his initial drawings or models to 

large, realized sculptures. Probably the strongest part was to see and understand the 

possibility of transformation. 

6. Could you describe in more detail the main principles of your artistic processes? Which 

stage of your work is key? 

There are no principles. Art seems a way to organize an experience and to follow the 

processes that it prescribes for itself. The experience is the keys. 

7. How important is for you the installation process and the character of the exhibition 

space?  

For me, the importance is in the relationship between the various materials, images or forms 

in their positioning to one another somewhere between theater and arranging furniture or a 

to use the energy of a drawing to create a good spell or environment. 
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Louise Bourgeois 
 

Louise Bourgeois, born in 1911 in Paris, initially studied maths at the Sorbonne, before moving into art 

and art history at various French art academies. Despite moving to the United States in the late 1930s, 

her early childhood in France remained a constant inspiration. She went on to become perhaps the 

20th century’s most important female artist, specialising in installation and sculpture – disciplines 

which were hardly a hotbed of interest among women. She died in 2010. The central and recurring 

theme of her frequently highly nonconformist work was the human body as a means of expressing a 

whole gamut of issues, ranging from often very fragile and inner questions that are otherwise hard to 

grasp to the subliminal turmoil of human emotion and memory. The many awards she garnered 

included the French Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in 1983 and the US National Medal of Arts in 1997. 

Her work represented the US at the 1993 Venice Biennale and can be found among many of the 

world’s top museum collections. In 1982, she became the first female artist to have a retrospective at 

New York’s Museum of Modern Art. Large-scale retrospective shows have recently been staged by 

institutions such as the Tate Modern (London), Centre Georges Pompidou (Paris), the Brooklyn 

Museum (New York), Kunstverein Frankfurt, and Haus der Kunst (München). 
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