ONCE UPON
ATIME

Slovak National Gallery, Bratislava

24 June - 19 October 2025

Vaclav Benda (1948)
Vladimir Novak (1947-2024)
Rostislav Novak (1942)

Petr Pavlik (1945)

Curator: Martin Dostal

This exciting and wild exhibition presents four Czech (or Czechoslovak) painters
whose period of activity spans from the mid-1970s to the present day. Especially in
the 1980s, working behind the drawn curtain of the “normalized” art scene, they
created sensational paintings saturated with an existential presence, grand and
colorful gestures, and a desire to discover pictorial possibilities, but few people had
the chance to see their work at the time. Hence the title of the exhibition, which
may well turn out to be a revelation for both Slovak and Czech viewers.

The dark Husak years cast their shadow on the minds and souls of more than

a few residents of Normalization-era Czechoslovakia, but artists in particular
suffered more than their share — especially those who, like our chosen foursome,
began working in the post-invasion 1970s. The 1980s saw a gradual (after the
middle of the decade, almost euphoric) brightening that found expression in

a great expansion of artistic activity, large formats, and bold colors — in other
words, in a burst of new energy. Oh, but! Even in this new atmosphere, this lost
generation’s energy only sporadically saw the light of day at exhibitions. Before
then, many artists had been banned from showing their work or had been
otherwise suppressed — an experience Vaclav Benda and Rostislav Novak had
tasted firsthand. Freedom finally came in 1989... with another “but!” Although
artistic production now burst forth in a postmodern eruption like an angry
Vesuvius, the flowing lava of the new art drowned out the introverted and existen-
tially oriented older generation, whose members no longer had the chance to
conquer the heights of the exhibition world. This fate befell Vaclav Benda and
Rostislav Novak in particular, those hermits outside the centers of art. The current
exhibition thus aims to show art that, due to various circumstances, could not
previously enjoy the spotlight of the gallery world, certainly not in a way that might
give justice to its energy and potential. But if | remember my otherwise useless
physics lessons correctly, energy — at least not artistic energy — is never wasted.
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Maliarsky excitovana a svojim spésobom divoka vystava predstavi Styroch ¢eskych (&i
ceskoslovenskych) maliarov, ktorych tvorivé tazisko sa tiahne od polovice 70. rokov

20. storocia cez 80. a 90. roky az do sucasnosti. Hlavne v osemdesiatych rokoch vznikali
pod zatiahnutou oponou normalizacnej prevadzky umenia vynikajuce obrazy, sytené
existencidlnou pritomnostou, farebnym a velkorysym maliarskym gestom a tuzbou
objavovat moznosti obrazu, ktoré skoro nikto vtedy a ani potom nevidel. Odtial' aj ndzov
vystavy, ktora by v tomto ponimani mohla byt objavom ako pre slovenské, tak aj pre Ceské
publikum.

Husakovské temno zatemriovalo mysel a dusu vaésiny obyvatelov normalizacného
Ceskoslovenska, umelcov nevynimajtic. Dotykalo sa to predovietkym tych, ktori vstu-
povali na umelecku scénu v poinvazivnych sedemdesiatych rokoch, teda aj nasej vystavo-
vanej maliarskej Stvorice.

Osemdesiate roky sice priniesli postupné uvolfiovanie, v druhej polovici az euforické, ¢o
sa prejavovalo velkou mierou umeleckej aktivity, velkymi formatmi, vyraznymi farbami,
jednoducho vybuchujucou energiou, ale napriek tomu, ,chyba“! Energia tejto postracane;j
generacie presakovala vystavne na denné svetlo aj v tychto rokoch len sporadicky.
Predtym boli vystavy zakazované alebo zveSiavané, €o si do sytosti uzil Vaclav Benda, ako
aj Rostislav Novak. A v okamihu, ked' sa naplno roztvoril priestor slobode, opat ,chyba“!
Umenie vytrysklo ako rozzurena sopka Vezuv postmodernou erupciou a vyte¢ena lava
nového umenia zatienila introvertne existujucu a existencialne zadumanu generaciu
umelcov. Ta sa uz potom vystavne nevzchopila k ataku vysin. To sa tyka najma Vaclava
Bendu a Rostislava Novaka, pustovnikov mimo hlavnych kultdrnych centier.

Tato vystava je svedectvom o tom, €o sa vzhladom na okolnosti nepysilo v trblietajuce;j
galerijnej prevadzke, urcite nie tak, ako by si to energiou a maliarskym potencialom nabité
diela zasluzili. Energia sa v8ak, ako si matne pamatam z pre mna uplne zbyto¢nej fyziky,
sa vraj nevytraca, aspon urcite nie ta umelecka.



Liberecka umelecka legenda Vaclav Benda (nar. 25. 6.
1948 v Liberci), verna celozivotne nielen tomuto uhrancivo
horskému severoCeskému mestu, ale hlavne sama sebe,
nepatri k najznamejsim maliarom svojej generacie. Uplne
nepravom, pretoze jeho obrazy patria k tomu maliarsky
najskvostnejSiemu a spolo€ensky najprenikavejSiemu, ¢o
vznikalo v osemdesiatych rokoch, ako aj neskor v Ceskej
kotline a v pohrani¢nych konc&inach. Slovo groteska je
trochu sprofanované, a napriek tomu, Ze sa vo vztahu

k Bendovym kreaciam da pouzit, na jeho obrazoch sa
toho deje daleko viac. Odohrava sa tu maliarsky masaker
existencie, ktora sa stradca sama v sebe a stale sa
donekonec¢na opakuje. Nie je to tak?

VACLAV
BENDA

Véaclav Benda je docent.

Liberec artistic legend Vaclav Benda (born 25 June 1948 in
Liberec) — who all his life remained true not just to this
enchanting north Bohemian mountain town but also and
especially to himself — is one of his generation’s less
well-known painters. Unjustly so, for his paintings are
some of the most splendid and socially incisive works to
made in the Czech lands in the 1980s and later. The word
“grotesque” is a bit overused, and although it can be used
to describe Benda’s creations, there is so much more
going on here. It is a painted massacre of existence that is
lost within itself and is constantly repeated over and over
again. Isn’t that the truth?

(@ Spevak / Singer
1984, COLLETT Prague / Munich

@ Bez nazvu / Untitled
1998, COLLETT Prague / Munich

® Prosebnica / Supplicant

Vaclav Benda is an associate professor. 1992, COLLETT Prague / Munich

Maliar a délezity pedagog Rostislav Novak sa
narodil 27. novembra 1942 v Martine. Jeho
maliarsky naturel sa vyznacuje strhujucou
expldziou na povrchu obrazov, kde je rozhodu-
jucim elementom intenzita a az existencialne,
postinformelné, postgeometrické a obsedantné
zanietenie. Mohli by sme povedat, Ze Novakove
obrazy su abstraktné, blizSie k pravde vSak
bude skér slovo abstrahované — Casto sa do
nich dostane znak ¢i geometrickd asamblaz.
Pritomna je aj tvorba reliéfov, resp. obrazy sa
reliéfmi stavaju. ,Punkovy“ rytmus vSak obsadi
a nasyti vSetky kuty akéhokolvek Novakovho
diela.

ROSTISLAV
NOVAK

Maliar Zije a pracuje v Sadku pri Zatci, na navsi
v byvalom sudetonemeckom pohostinstve,

v dedine, kde kon¢i cesta, nejazdi tam autobus
a okoloiduci vlak len prechadza zrusenou
stanicou. Zato sa tam najde zen-budhistické
ticho a pokoj.

Rostislav Novak je docent.

Painter and truly important teacher Rostislav Novak was born
on 27 November 1942 in Martin. His paintings are character-
ized by an explosion on the image surface, where he works
with the decisive elements of intensity and an almost
existential post-informel, post-geometric obsessiveness. One
might call Novak’s paintings abstract, but a better word would
be “abstracted,” and many of them include symbols or
geometric assemblage as well. He even makes reliefs, or
paintings that become reliefs. This “punk” rhythm occupies
and saturates all corners of all his works. Novak lives and
works in the small village of Sadek near Zatec, which has

a former Sudeten German pub on the village square. It is

a place where the road ends, with no bus service, where the
trains pass through a closed-down station. But it is also

a place of Buddhist peace and quiet.

Rostislav Novék is an associate professor.

@ Relikviar / Reliquary
1982, COLLETT Prague / Munich

® Kriz / Cross
1979-1980

(® Utrpenie sv. Bartolomeja /
The Martyrdom of St. Bartholomew
1979

LZivot je kratky a kratky je das® tento vers

z kratu€kej basne francuzskeho surrealistického
basnika Roberta Desnosa sa stal ndzvom poslednej
rozsiahlej Novakovej autorskej vystavy, ktora sa
konala v maji a juni minuly rok v karlovarskej Galérii
umenia. Tento vers sa az prili§ naplnil skutkom,
pretoze Vladimir Novak kratko po vystave zomrel
(30. 4.1947 Louny - 23.7.2024).

VLADIMIR
NOVAK

Slova a obrazy maju silu a davaju Zivotu zmysel. Tak
to bezpochyby mal prave Viadimir Novak, v ktorého
vizudlnom mysleni hralo zasadnu rolu existencialne
prezivanie. Energia, gesto, farba - to boli kompo-
nenty Novakovho obrazového sveta, ktory prek-
vapuje naliehavostou a intenzitou umelcovej spravy,
ked sa Casto pohrava s protofiguralnou modelaciou,
s interakciou vnutri obrazu aj s priestorom.

Nikdy neugil.

Life is short and time is short - these lines by the surrealist
poet Robert Desnos also were the title of Vladimir Novak’s
final large-scale exhibition, held last May and June at the
Karlovy Vary Art Gallery. It was an all too prescient title, for
Vladimir Novak (30 April 1947 Louny — 23 July 2024) died
shortly after the exhibition ended. Words and images are
powerful and can give life meaning, and this sentiment applies
without reservation to Vladimir Novak, whose visual thinking
was greatly influenced by existential experience. Energy,
gesture, and color were all components of Novak’s pictorial
world. His paintings surprise the viewer with the urgency and
intensity of their message, and Novak frequently played with
post-figural modeling or with interactions within the image
and with space.

Novak never taught.

@ Telo uprostred / Body in the Middle
1989, Galerie uméni Karlovy Vary /
Karlovy Vary Art Gallery

@ Pochybuijtici muz / Doubting Man
1985, COLLETT Prague / Munich

® Bez nazvu (Sen) / Untitled (Dream)
marec / march 1988

PETR
PAVLIK

rezidencnej vystavnej

a nevypovedatelnych

Petr Pavlik je docent.

The painter Petr Pavlik first saw the light of day on 31 January
1945 in Prague, where he has lived all his life, specifically in its
showcase residential neighborhood, Vinohrady. His solid roots
in the Czech capital nevertheless did not keep him from
traveling the world of art and the world of existence — and this
is where he sends the Pilgrimess who traverses more than

a few of his canvases. Pavlik uses the language of painting

to communicate the unknowability of the world, which is full
of questions, doubts, and uncommunicable reasons for
existence. He tries to find the primal origins of the meaning

of life and of painting — painting as the act of exploration
through painterly means, color, and infinite space. Pavlik lives
and works in Prague.

Petr Pavlik is an associate professor.

Svetlo sveta uzrel maliar Petr Pavlik 31. januara 1945
v Prahe. K tomuto mestu celoZivotne patri, resp. k jeho

Stvrti, nazyvanej Kralovské

Vinohrady. Domicilovanie mu vSak nebrani v putovani
svetom umenia aj svetom existencie, kam vysiela hlavhe
svoju ,Poutnici (Putni¢ka), motiv, ktory prechadza nie
jednym jeho platnom.

Obrazova rec je pre Petra Pavlika prostriedkom spravy
0 nepoznatelhosti sveta, plného otazok, pochybnosti

pohnutok bytia. Hlada prapévod

Zivotného zmyslu a zmysel malby, malby ako objavovania
maliarskych postupoy, farieb a nekoneéného priestoru.
Zije a pracuje v Prahe.

@ Prvy domov / First Home
1975, COLLETT Prague / Jimy

(@ Nézov obrazu / Picture Title
1988, Galerie uméni Karlovy Vary /
Karlovy Vary Art Gallery

® Labyrint ateliéru / Labyrinth of the Studio
1987, COLLETT Prague / Munich



