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FRANTISEK DRTIKOL
50 photographs 1910-1930
Frantisek Drtikol worked between the turn of the century and the mid-Thirties. His early photographs, taken between 1901 and 1910, reveal little of what would become the hallmarks of his later work.

He uses the female figure with artfully arranged forms and movements to express the sentimental pathos of expressions (which later disappeared in his work) and virtuoso composition. Woman becomes an obsessive vision, bearer of good and evil, saint and virgin, demon and femme fatale.

Drtikol is fascinated by the female body and sees in it the origin of beauty, of thought, of the soul. The body dresses the soul, an idea which inspired his earliest photographs. 

His style began to emerge in 1912 when he combined his pictorial skills with photography, blending reality with fiction (photographic reality with pictorial illusion). The backgrounds of his portraits are landscapes inspired by the Italian renaissance one moment, abstract spaces oscillating and vibrating around the aura of bodies with strong outlines the next. He is meticulous about the background of his photographic sets, especially the lighting, and always chooses simple forms such as circles, waves and columns, eliminating all secondary elements to concentrate on beauty of unembellished line. The Leitmotif of his artistic career from 1913 onward is the figure of Salomé, a personification of woman’s diabolical and destructive power, a seductive figure who allows the artist to express his concept of woman as vampire and demon as well as her sensuality.

Drtikol went back to the Rembrandt models he had learned at Munich school: human form and fabrics are blended in an expressive and aesthetic unity, intensified by a distribution of light and shadows reminiscent of old etchings, in which the oil printing technique replaces the realism of the object photographed.

The exhibition includes a number of images from the “Waves” series: waves that become the form charactering many of his portraits between 1925 and 1927.

“Waves” is one of the photographs best representing the way Frantisek Drtikol works: it contains geometric forms and a model, revealing the correlation between organic and inorganic lines, the harmony between a living body and an inert background. And there are more associations, as Drtikol himself said in December 1914: “Life is like a wave. The crests of the waves are joy and happiness, the low points bad luck and sadness. People with great strength of will conduct their lives as straight lines. This would be boring…, but I believe that people therefore aspire to achieve this pure tranquillity which artists and scientists have always dreamed of… Everything in the world is distributed.”

In the first half of the Thirties Drtikol worked primarily on photographing figurines, while continuing to produce numerous portraits and studies of nudes.

Not finding any real figures that satisfied his imagination, Drtikol created the models he needed from cardboard or plywood on the basis of his ideal female lines of force: an elongated body, long and thin between the breasts and the hips, idealised and abstract. This idealisation was rooted in the ideal model Drtikol had worked with in the late Twenties.

Drtikol commented on his work in a letter: In the past, when I had an idea and tried to implement it with a flesh and blood model, I always failed. Now I draw or model the pose I have in mind and build my own objects, geometric shapes, whatever else I need. I arrange the objects and test the lights until they create the effect that best renders my idea.

Of course I don’t use only silhouettes, but also little three-dimensional figurines which I study with precision down to the tiniest detail to ensure that they correspond to reality – but are not perfect: I have idealised the body and created my personal type. And only now can I say that I am satisfied with my work, because everything comes from me, from A to Z. The idea and the material I use.”

At this time Drtikol was continuously pursuing a profound spiritual path which is reflected in his photography, through which he attempted to express the cosmic significance of passion, desire and the search for the supreme good, for God.

Frantisek Drtikol

Frantisek Drtikol, born in Prague in 1883, was a painter, graphic artist, designer and photographer. His lyrical, evanescent nudes, use of non-light, shadows and evocations have inspired and conditioned generations of photographers up to our day.

After studying photography in Munich, he went back to Prague in 1993, and his photographic studio soon became a cultural and social centre in the city.

Drtikol photographed presidents and artists, but he was famous for his photos of female nudes taken in natural light, often enriched with Art Nouveau ornaments. His nudes may be divided into two groups: a lyrical set, and another much more dramatic set, though the two categories often overlap. His portraits of fragile, delicate woman recall Dante’s Beatrix, the angelic figures of the Pre-Raphaelites or the mysterious creatures of Gustav Klimt. Their expressions and gestures take us back to the dreamy, melancholic atmosphere of Art Nouveau. Alongside these languid, transparent figures he created his “femmes fatales”, symbols of love and death like those appearing in the works of many Symbolist and Art Nouveau artists.

The figure of Salomé particularly stimulated Drtikol’s imagination, just as it stimulated and inspired Gustave Flaubert, Oscar Wilde, Aubrey Beardley and Gustave Klimt. Drtikol’s photographs of the nude Salomé dancing with St. John the Baptist’s head in her hands symbolise a time when lust and punishment, Eros and Thanatos, conflicts between sex and death culminated in Freud’s teachings and writings. The polarity of eroticism and death is represented in his unpublished photographs of crucified women.

In the meantime Drtikol was writing platonic love letters to Eliska, 18, who rejected his offer of marriage. In response to her rejection Drtikol wrote, “I was not born to be loved by a woman”. In 1919 he married his favourite model, dancer Ervina Kupferova, who posed for him as Cleopatra, Salomé, even the Madonna with Child.

Between 1924 and 1930 Drtikol began what we might call the Art Deco period in his photography, though he never joined any specific artistic movement: his style has always been strictly his own.

He no longer represents nudes as symbols of the soul, but as sexual and erotic motifs in their own right. His photographs were very daring for their day, but Drtikol was recognised as a master of photography.

His photographs were exhibited every year in the world’s most important galleries and exhibitions, from New York to Paris.

At the time of the economic depression of 1930, when Czechoslovakia was plagued by financial problems, Drtikol divorced his wife, with whom he had had a son, and gradually gave up photography in pursuit of a spiritual, intimate world, studying oriental philosophies, Buddhism and tantric yoga.

From this time on his photographs changed, and between 1930 and 1935 his women became symbols, like cut-out figures whose silhouettes stand out against a black background, better to convey the symbolism of the soul and of his thought. He exhibited these photos under names such as “Imagination”, “Composition” or “Shadow”, while his friends and disciples in the occult circle of which he was guru used other names such as “Divine Protection”, “The Descent of the Soul”, “Separation from the Earth”.

Frantisek Drtikol increasingly moved away from photography toward spiritual values and painting, through which he believed he could better express his thoughts.

In 1935 he stopped taking photographs, sold his studio, married one of his pupils or assistants and dedicated himself entirely to painting, yoga meditation and Indian, Tibetan, Chinese and Japanese religions, translating them into Czech for his students.

In 1948 he donated all his photographs to the museum of figurative arts in Prague, but the new regime prohibited their publication.

He died in 1961, largely forgotten.

Frantisek Drtikol
1883 Frantisek Drtikol was born in Prague

1919 Married his favourite model, dancer Ervina Kupferova, who posed for him as Cleopatra, Salomé and even the Madonna with Child.

1923 Studied photography in Munich then returns to Prague, where his photographic studio soon became a cultural and social centre. Drtikol photographed presidents and artists, but was famous for his photos of female nudes taken in natural light. His portraits of fragile, delicate women reminiscent of the angelic figures of the Pre-Raphaelites contrast with his “femmes fatales”, symbols of love and death, present in the works of may Symbolist and Art Nouveau artists.

1924-1930 His nudes are no longer represented as symbols of the soul, but as sexual and erotic motifs in their own right. Though his photographs were very daring for their day, Drtikol was recognised as a master of photography. His photos were exhibited in important galleries and exhibitions from New York to Paris.

1930-1935 Drtikol divorced his wife, with whom he had had a son, and gradually gave up photography in pursuit of a spiritual, intimate world, interested in oriental philosophies, Buddhism and tantric yoga. He changed his way of taking photographs and his women became symbols, like cut-out figures whose silhouettes stand out against a black background. Drtikol gave up photography for painting. After 1935 he stopped taking photographs altogether and dedicated himself entirely to painting and meditation. He married one of his assistants. 

1948 Donated all his photographs to the museum of figurative arts in Prague. The new regime prohibited their publication.
1961 Died, largely forgotten.

