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From July 10 - August 16, 2009, the 
downtown satellite of the Goethe 
Institut New York, Ludlow 38 presented 
a two-person exhibition featuring the 
work of Július Koller (*1939 in Piesta-
ny, Slovakia; †2007 in Bratislava) and 
Jirí Kovanda (*1953 in Prague, lives in 
Prague). 

Both artists have been exhibiting since 
the 1960s/1970s, respectively. Their 
work bridges disciplines and reflects on 
the circumstances of life in a particular 
social and historical context and within 
an unofficial art world of the socia-
list era. The exhibition at Ludlow 38 
addressed central issues in the work 
of both artists: (im-)possible commu-
nication, the place of the human in the 
universe, and the way these artists 
fictionalize their questions and doubts 
about the world.

Only in recent years have Koller‘s 
concepts of the Anti-Happening, the 
Anti-paintings, his actions, objects, 
texts and the archive he built up since 
the 1960s received the attention they 
deserve. The exhibition at Ludlow 38 
took Koller’s Universal Cultural Futuro-
logical Operation (U.F.O.) as a point of 
departure, a central body of works that 
developed over decades from Koller’s 
Weltanschauung, which lay in an 
‘anthropocentric principle of understan-
ding man in nature and in the cosmos’ 
(as Koller said in a conversation with 
the artist Roman Ondák). 

The exhibition presented a collection of 
text cards and postcards that evolved 
from his ideas about U.F.O.-nauts 
and flying saucers as well as a mock 
magazine layout on the Ganek galle-
ry, a fictional place in the High Tatras  
without possible access, that derived 
from the expeditions Koller undertook 
with a small circle of friends. 
The exhibition of works by Koller was 
the subject of an intervention by The 
Steins.  

The first evening of the exhibition 
featured a reading of „The Seventh 
Voyage“ from Stanisław Lem’s The 
Star Diaries (1977) in two 15 minute 
parts, in the company of Lem’s own 
illustrations, together with the display 
of Koller’s UFO works. On view only 
for the first couple of days of the show, 
the retraced, enlarged Lem drawings 
are reproduced in this publication. Two 
days after the opening, on July 11, 
2009, the exhibition was re-hung, and, 
in addition to Koller’s works, the work 
by Jirí Kovanda was introduced.

The relations between daily routines 
and the role of the individual in the 
public domain dominate Jirí Kovanda’s 
actions that take place in open space 
or in warehouses and apartments, with 
or without the participation of the pu-
blic. Although Kovanda rejects a strictly 
political reading of his work, some of 
his actions and interventions could 
have subtle political significance and 
represent a disturbance in the order of 
things in his very own way without the 
need for extraterrestrial help. 

I am pleased that Klara Kemp-Welch 
agreed to contribute a short essay on 
the notion of dissidence in the work of 
Koller and Kovanda to this publication. 
I would also like to thank the artists, the 
estate of Stanisław Lem for granting us 
permission to reprint the chapters that 
were read in the opening night perfor-
mance, the Steins, Yildiz Aslandogan, 
Michael Kandel, Carla Herrera-Prats, 
Walter Seidl and Kontakt as well as 
gb agency and New York Document 
Scanning for their invaluable help in 
making the exhibition and this publica-
tion possible.

Tobi Maier
Curator

published on the occasion of the exhibition Július Koller & Jirí Kovanda
July 10 - August 16, 2009
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Cover of Stanislaw Lem‘s The Star Diaries
1977, Avon Books
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Invitation by The Steins

excerpt from Stanislaw Lem‘s
„The Seventh Voyage“
from The Star Diaries
1977, Avon Books

Reading performance by
The Steins 
July 7, 2009 at Ludlow 38



10 questions to Jirí Kovanda

Tobi Maier: Can you tell me a bit about 
your work as a surveyor for army 
construction projects, your occupation 
between 1971 and 1977?
 
Jirí Kovanda: I worked like a surveyor 
five years, it was on the construction of 
Prague metro. I have no artistic educa-
tion, so officially I could not be an artist 
during the communist regime, I had a 
duty to work like everybody else. So 
I selected not so exhausting employ-
ments, above all I wanted to have time 
and energy for my artistic works. In the 
time I was influenced by surrealism, I 
made mainly collages and drawings. I 
like early surrealism till now.

TM: How did you start working as an 
artist in the mid 1970’s and did your 
previous career and the people you 
met there influence that? I know that 
there was a kind unofficial art scene 
that reacted to the socialist realism 
painting that was supported at the 
time. Can you tell us a bit about the 
memories you have from that time?

JK: I already said I have no artistic 
education, I am an autodidact. 
My father was a hobby painter when I 

was a small boy and I remember I liked 
to look at him at work. Later there was 
very imporant a friend of mine who was 
well-educated and had a lot of good 
books. For example he brought me to 
the show of Marcel Duchamp in 1969 
in Prague. 
It was shortly before bad changes (so 
called „normalization“) in the Czecho-
slovak society. In these early times I 
made my works for myself and friends, 
still it was not a part of the real unoffi-
cial art scene in Prague. 

TM: While Július Koller tried to channel 
his artistic energy into the extra terre-
strial communication, his life as UFO-
naut and the excursions he took with 
friends to the mountains and the sub-
sequent founding of the Ganek gallery, 
your actions seem to be more rooted 
in a realist stance to life. Is it correct 
to say that you wanted to interrupt the 
order of things at the time?

JK: I don`t know if interrupt the order. 
Maybe more something like to examine 
and to experience relations and bor-
ders between people in public spaces 
for example. Or my own position there 
in everyday situations. Or a position of 
an individual in a crowd. Among others.

TM: Your friend Pavel Tuc documented 
many of the actions from the 1970’s. 
Can you tell us about other artists do-
ing actions like you at the time?

JK: At the time I was working together 
with three artists - Petr Stembera, Jan 
Mlcoch and Karel Miler. We organized 
performance events in different private 
spaces - cellars, store-rooms or empty 
appartments. 
It was only for a few invited friends, it 
wasn`t public. Works by my colleagues 
were more expressive, more existe-
tialist, and they never made perfor-
mances in public spaces.

TM: When you made actions like 
I hide or Kontakt were you aware of 
Vito Acconci’s Following pieces from 
the late 1960’s?

JK: Yes, of course, it was one of my 
favourite pieces.

TM: Also you told me that some 
images of early Judd works were 
transmitted to Czech republic, none of 
his important writing though. Did his 
work also have an influence on you 
and other artists?

JK: It`s not so simple, we had quite 
good informations, but not complete, 
and no direct experiences, it`s im-
portant. I personally don`t remember 
writings by Judd, but somebody else 
could read them somewhere, I don`t 
know. For me and my work was much 
more important Carl Andre.

TM: The humble sculptures created 
from the 1980’s onwards have a kind 
of poetic and melancholic stance to it. 
I am thinking of crumpled paper (1982) 
or walled sausage (2002) or Le Dessin 
Automatique (2000) for example. How 
do you find the ideas and sites for the-
se interventions in the public space?

JK: I can`t speak about it like this, I 
don`t know, it depends... It`s combina-
tion of intuitions and certain possibili-
ties. My work is above all ituitive.

TM: For the exhibition at Ludlow 38 
you made a new piece Untitled (2009) 
that is assemblage of two wooden 
boards roped together and inserted 
between two corners of the front gal-
lery. The work is somehow reminiscent 
to your Instalace III, 15.brezna 1979 
Praha. Can you say what motivated 
you to do the piece in Prag?

JK: For this piece (and similar ones) the 
concrete space is absolutly important. 
It`s about to make „visible“ the space, 
to be in the space, to experience better 
our being in the space and at the same 
time it`s my trace in the space.

TM: A question people were interested 
when we were doing the show at 
Ludlow 38 was: ‘When you were 
waiting for the telephone to ring in, how 
long did you wait till somebody called 
you‘ I guess it has to do with the New 
Yorker’s anxiety today of being always 
connected by means of technology …

JK: Technology wasn`t important for 
me at the time. It`s again more about 
contacts between people and about a 
sorrow to be alone. The time is abso-
lutely unimportant. Five minutes or one 
hour? The gesture is important, it`s 
always the same.

TM: While we are doing this interview 
you are in three shows in New York, 
the 2 person show with Koller at 
Ludlow 38 and the two solo shows at 
Andrew Kreps and Wallspace galleries 
in Chelsea. While the drawings and 
sculptures at Kreps work as a nice 
addition to the documentation of your 
actions at Ludlow 38 I was particularly 
enjoying the new work at Wallspace. 
How do you feel your work today in a 
new context differs from the actions, 
drawings and sculptures you made in 

the 1970’s and 1980’s?

JK: Maybe the biggest change is 
that my work now is made for public 
spaces, for galleries, for a lot of people, 
not only for a few friends. My contem-
porary work is maybe formaly more 
„complicated“, there are, I think, more 
levels. It is more „visual“, more „lyric“. 
But inside is always the same thread.

Installation view of the exhibition Jirí Kovanda & Juliús Koller
July 10 through August 16, 2009 at Ludlow 38

Paradoxical Dissidence 
Klara Kemp-Welch

In the 1970s, Július Koller’s work had 
seemed, to the younger Jirí Kovanda, 
‘absolutely incomprehensible’. What is 
more, it appeared ‘almost embarras-
sing’. Kovanda asked: ‘UFO – ‘Uni-
versal Futurological Orientation’. Was 
he crazy? What was he on about?’.  
From today’s post-Soviet perspective 
though, it seems that both artists were 
engaging with similar concerns, as Ko-
vanda himself recently acknowledged.  
But we should not lose sight of the 
subtleties of the relationship between 
experimental artistic activity and the so-
cio-political context of Czechoslovakia 
after 1968. 
For what Koller and Kovanda’s work 
of the repressive ‘normalisation’ period 
seems to me to share, above all, is a 
deliberately nuanced, indirect, engage-
ment with this political situation. Each 
artist was committed to testing the 
possibilities for operating as a cultural 
agent, and each in equally abnormal 
conditions. Each, independently in-
vented his own sequence of exercises 
through which to analyse relationships 
and to initiate new encounters: in 
Bratislava, Koller set in motion ‘Univer-

sal Cultural-Futurological Operations’ 
potentially destined for external parti-
cipants; in Prague, Kovanda pursued 
physical contact with a non-existent, 
secondary audience. Koller and his 
grandson would defy gravity, standing 
with their arms outstretched in a play-
ground on the outskirts of town, imagi-
ning they were flying into outer-space; 
Kovanda would hang around in the old 
town trying to overcome his inherent 
shyness and chat up a passing girl. 
Neither of them were willing to accept 
the finality of limitations.
Irrespective of Koller’s heavily critici-
sed activity as an ‘academic painter’ 
(an epitaph he ironically applied to his 
name after being expelled, without 
explanation, from the Association of 
Fine Artists in 1973), and irrespective of 
Kovanda’s obvious reticence in com-
parison with the more overtly political 
practices of contemporaries such 
as Petr Štembera and Jan Mlcoch, 
I propose their actions in relation to 
theories of political dissidence. Parado-
xically, it seems that it may be precisely 
by virtue of such contradictions that 
Koller and Kovanda’s activities were 
structurally analogous, if rather diffe-
rently inflected, to the political stance 
embodied with such moral force by the 
figure of the dissident playwright Václav 
Havel. Inspirational political activist 
and theorist and author of important 
plays distributed in Samizdat, signa-
tory of Charter ’77 and co-founder 
of the Committee for the Defence of 
the Unjustly Persecuted, Havel found 
himself under constant government 
surveillance and served a series of 
prison sentences. His commitment to 
non-violent resistance was to bear fruit 
when he became the last President of 
Czechoslovakia in 1989 following the 
Velvet Revolution, and then continued 
his Presidency for a further decade as 
head of the new Czech Republic 
from 1993-2003.
Writing after his release from a four and 
a half-year prison sentence in 1984, 
Havel offered important insights into 
what he described as the ‘the ‘naturally 
mad’ world of the dissident.  

Juliús Koller 
Demonstrative Cultural Situation 1., 2. (U.F.O.) 
1989
two black and white photographs on paper
30 x 40 cm each/ framed 31,5 x 42 cm each
courtesy gb agency, Paris and Július Koller 
Society, Bratislava

Po-Krik (U.F.O.) 
1983
black and white photograph on paper
60 x 40 cm/ framed 62,5 x 42,5 cm
courtesy gb agency, Paris and Július Koller 
Society, Bratislava

His characterisation of this world runs:
‘It is meaningful because, within its 
limits, it is consistent. It is tactical 
because it does not let itself be guided 
by tactical considerations. It is political 
because it does not play politics. It is 
concrete, real, effective – not in spite 
of its madness but because of it. To 
be sure, it is also this because there 
is something honest about this ‘ma-
dness’, it is faithful to itself, it is whole 
and undivided. This may be a world of 
dreams and of the ideal, but it is not 
the world of utopia’. 
The point is not that artists Koller and 
Kovanda ought to be re-categorised as 
dissidents, but rather, that there were 
many ways of ‘living in truth’. Civil soci-
ety was gradually re-born and activists 
took the Helsinki agreements of 1975 
as a basis for articulating the demands 
of Charter ’77. For his part, J.K. UFO-
naut painted question marks and raked 
the ground into craters at his Pravda 
Compound tennis court. Unbeknownst 
to passers-by, Jirí Kovanda turned eve-
ryday actions such as scratching his 
chin and crossing his legs into invisible 
theatre, and photographed himself 
smiling, waiting for the phone to ring. 
Operating in ‘the world of dreams and 
of the ideal’ was an important element 
in their work. 
How is it, then, that their activities 
never quite seem ridiculous? Havel’s 
answer would be that the dreamer only 
becomes ludicrous when he begins to 
play at tactics, for it is only then that 
he finds himself ‘outside the credibility 
of power and outside the credibility of 
truth’.  And although they played many 
games, neither Koller nor 
Kovanda played at tactics.

Dr. Klara Kemp-Welch is Leverhulme 
Early Career Fellow at the Courtauld 
Institute of Art in London. 
She is completing a book titled: 
Not Playing Politics. Six Post-Totalitari-
an Artists 1965-1989 

Installation view of the exhibition with works of Juliúis Koller and drawings by The Steins after 
Stanislaw Lem
on view July 7-10, 2009 at Ludlow 38

Juliús Koller 
Diabolic Triangle (UFO); UFO, Nature (Cosmos), Imperialism, 1974

Univerzalny Futurologicky Objekt, 1978 
Universal Futurological Object, 1978 

courtesy Kontakt. The Art Collection of Erste Bank Group
July 7 through August 16, 2009 at Ludlow 38

Univerzálny Futurologická Orientacia, 1971 
Universal Futurological Orientation, 1971
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Installation view of the exhibition Jirí Kovanda & Juliús Koller
July 10 through August 16, 2009 at Ludlow 38

´̀ Installation view of the exhibition (rear gallery) Jirí Kovanda & Juliús Koller
July 10 through August 16, 2009 at Ludlow 38
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