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Achieving sharply defined images is probably the leading principle in the œuvre of Pavel Mára. His work is accompanied by perfectionism, the absolute mastery of the craft, and, mainly, a witty use of the medium of photography. The results are not uniform; they vary in particular by the degree of definiteness. Mára works in series, some of which admirably depict the organic and inorganic world as geometric forms. Rarely is one of his pictures the result of using a special lens. In other series, photographic description is defamiliarized by portraying people and things in unnatural colours and ultimately, at the opposite pole of his exploration of geometric shapes, there are works that are fascinating because of their verism, their detailed ‘life-like’ description of the world. The important thing is that the range between the two poles is not determined by the photographer’s mood or decisions about the form of the picture. The appearance of Mára’s works is perhaps always the result of the method he chooses to create the image. The concept, perhaps an experiment, always comes first; its possibilities are carried out in a series, with sometimes abstract, sometimes carefully recorded subject matter, depending on the nature of the process he has chosen. In this sense, it is conceptual work, starting from an analysis of the possibilities of the medium.


Mára was trained both as a cameraman and as a photographer. For almost two decades, he has been working at the Institute of Creative Photography, part of Silesian University, Opava. He is the author of the audiovisual programmes A Dream about a Computer and Metal, which were presented at Interkamera 1983. At first, he found employment in advertising, and invested the money he earned in his art. His first solo exhibition, Mechanical Still Lifes (1983), was a special event. It was in step with some of the most contemporary requirements of art, and yet parts of the exhibited series were much older. Professor Ján Šmok (1921–1997), who probably provided the most help to Mára while he was a student at the Film and Television School of Academy of Performing Arts (FAMU), Prague, sought to explain to the Communist establishment the place of Mára’s work in the history of fine art and photography. An experienced strategist, Šmok took measures to forestall accusations against Mára that his art was escapist (since Realism was still the official style of the time), and he aptly described all the sets from which the exhibition was put together (Signals, Machines, and Toys) in a way that made them acceptable. In Czechoslovakia under Communist rule (1948–89) and in Czechoslovak art of that era, these kinds of works were highly unusual and provocative, which is why such an explanation from a recognized authority and being under the aegis of an institution of higher learning were so important for such work. Šmok was able to argue that the colour photograph of a railway-carriage buffer could be art. He also explained how Mára worked with the fact that shots taken outside the illusion of a spatial whole do not provide information either about the real size of the depicted object or about its location in space. (One does not know, for example, what was actually above and what was actually below.) A year later, Mára included in Mechanical Still Lifes the monumental triptychs Yellow Back of a Lorry and Sheet Metal, whose dimensions were absolutely exceptional in Czechoslovakia at that time. (Each part of the Cibachrome triptych was 100x80 cm or 100x100 cm.) His photographs were new in almost every respect, and soon made their way into specialist periodicals in the more tolerant West.


Although Mára’s first solo exhibition did not take place until 1983,

he had started making many of the first colour photographs exhibited there already in the second half of the 1960s. At that time, making large-format colour prints was very expensive and technically demanding, which in itself is testimony to his determination to make sacrifices for projects he believed were truly important. The topical character of the exhibition was obvious in at least two respects. The first is that photographers, from the late 1970s onward, increasingly needed to present their works as pictures to be hung on the wall and to be sold, just like the works of painters or graphic artists. Czech photographers began to adopt the international standard of exhibiting photographs, and increasingly sought to make photography equal to other fields of art. Mára’s artefacts, mounted on thick wooden panels, were among the works most able to stand up to the competition. The second factor was the rapid development of colour photography in general; in Czechoslovakia, Mára was one of its main proponents. Colour photography soon entered advertising and interior decoration in a big way. As tends to be the case with media that depend on technology, the process of making prints from colour transparencies, Cibachrome, which eventually also made its way into Czechoslovakia, played the main role in this. 


The method Mára used in Mechanical Still Lifes has its origins in advertising photography, but, unlike advertising photos, his works depicted almost nothing that could be linked with a real object. He was thus solving a problem that at the time seemed to be the most relevant: compared to black-and-white photographs, colour photos appeared almost repellently naturalistic and incompatible with art photography. Mára therefore applied depersonalized and bewitchingly detailed depiction (such as one sees, for example, in advertising photographs) to geometric products, and mostly sections of products, in one or two colours. (An exception was an episode of optical transformations, attesting to his search for other solutions.) The result was usually a precise representation of an unknown, geometrically formed surface, a depiction that was as concrete as it was abstract, nonfigurative. Whereas one mostly knows how human and other natural details fit into the whole, the same cannot be said of the world of man-made products which do not reveal their functions. Mára’s pictures of the surfaces of technical items painted in bright colours sometimes approach geometric abstraction in painting; at other times they are a search for elementary form and the tolerable minimum of depiction. They probably most resemble trends in the art of that period, particularly Minimal art (understood more by the name than by the aims), as Stanislav Ulver noted in the catalogue to Mára’s 1985 Brno exhibition. Mára’s references to machines are also important, suggesting a connection with interwar Machinism, and understanding this as a general principle of how the world works.


We do not know whether with this remarkable set of photographs of technical items Mára exhausted the principles he had embraced. Nevertheless, the rest of his work, the earlier and the later, is, with few exceptions, devoted to the human figure. Many of the ‘body’ photographs are among the earliest, and precede the various colour series: Bodies (also called Torsos; both titles are later) from 1969 are details of bodies enlarged to the point of illegibility. The picture is created with a texture of silver grains. It is thus another means of abstraction, one that was generally more frequent in those days. Whereas some Czech photographers at the time were using graininess to aestheticize the nude, Mára abstracted the depicted bodies more into textures of points, on the very boundary of doing away with figuration. He later experimented with presenting original photographs from 1969 and also with new compositions on transparent sheets of film and in relief on metal and glass, and he transferred them as well into colour serigraphs (Torsos, 1984–85). He also experimented with a mobile photo-sculpture, created in relief on zinc sheets joined into the symbolic shape of a head (Head of I. B., 1988), which is among the few three-dimensional objects in Czech photography.


His other works continue in the abstract stylization of figures using high-contrast film made for the optical recording of sound, as well as over-exposed backgrounds and the synchronized motion of the camera and the naked body. The black-and-white enlargements are made on large photographic canvases (of a square metre or more) with a black-and-white emulsion (which at the time was a novelty) and mounted on stretchers so that materially they resemble paintings even more (Figures, 1986–87). The large dimensions now increased to as much as 160 cm in width. Figures ’86 and Figures ’87 depict nudes blurred in motion; the second of the two series is combined with geometric patterns. In a similar way, he made the Portraits series (1988–89), which shows the profiles of well-known Czech artists and friends, evoking portrait silhouettes from the era before the invention of photography. The heads are presented as blurry shadows, and only the minimum of the sitters’ appearances remains. Figures ’88 (1988) usually show only one woman’s body leaping; the trend to monumentality continues with dimensions of 200x100 cm. But the most important innovation is actually that the canvas has left the stretcher and is exhibited as a rippling curtain. This series concludes with Veils (1989, 150x100 cm) and Madonnas ’90 (1990, 210x105 cm). Veils are particularly impressive, semantically linked with the evocation of sadness, ‘impressed’ with the shadow images of women’s faces, in reference to the Veil of Veronica, the Vera icon (true image), which stands at the beginning of the conception of the picture as an imprint. The photographer was inspired to make this set by the art historian Anna Fárová (1928–2010). Portraits and Veils were exhibited at an exhibition, held without official permission, to mark the 150th anniversary of the invention of photography. Called ‘37 Photographers Na Chmelnici’, the exhibition was organized at the Junior klub Na Chmelnici, Prague, by Fárová with the help of Mára and a number of other important non-conformist artists.


Mára’s Blue Nudes (Cibachrome, 1984) were a deviation from the ‘black-and-white line’. All his precisely depicted minimalist sections of women’s bodies are surrounded with dazzlingly bright blue sky, which takes up a substantial part of each shot. The similar Corpuses (diptychs and triptychs, colour Cibachromes from 1988) depict intertwined bodies at the lower edge, and loosely link up with contemporaneous international trends of decomposition and the depiction of group nudes.

We now leave the chronology to look at a set complementary to them, which Mára made ten year’s later. Putting red nudes on a grey background (Mechanical Corpuses, 1997), he returns here to the central composition using coloured lighting. The purist solution, together with the excellent selection of models with shaved heads and inventively staged, brought the photographer international attention. The erotic here – as in all Mára’s nudes – is suppressed as much as possible; red, however, radiates, as if the parts of the human bodies were cast in metal that is still red hot.


Mára abandoned the ascetic style of the second half of the 1980s in ingeniously simple Triptychs of nudes and portraits (1991–93, b/w and colour Cibachrome enlargements, each about 230x105 cm). The shots in each group of three appear to be the same, but the viewer, given hints of certain differences, is led to discover that the figures on the sides have been photographed from low and high angles. Even in this larger-than-life format, the photographs are bewitchingly sharp and detailed. They might bring to mind the Early Renaissance Adams and Eves that first revealed to amazed believers the dazzling beauty of their nakedness. Together with Mechanical Corpuses, the Triptychs are among the most admired of Mára’s works.


His reflections on this series and their being made themes are expressed in the series Family: Triptychs 1991, 2011, follows on from the previous triptychs, as we are told by the title. Mára introduces it thus: ‘I conceived the original series with the title Triptychs, from the early 1990s, as “architecture” of the body and of the face; it was probably my greatest move towards classic photography. The large set began with portraits of my family: my mum, my son Miki and daughter Markétka, and my wife at that time, Helena. (My dad was no longer alive.) Twenty years later, in 2011, I repeated this view and in addition to my grandson Matouš, I included my self-portrait. For me, the series is not only a document capturing the irreversible passage of time; it is also my private “map” of memories and hopes.’ 

Madonnas ’99 were made with a complicated original method of transforming a classic black-and-white negative record into a stylized colour negative. (The 60x50 cm Cibachrome enlargements were made using a special colour separation.) They depict mostly naked women with the crowns of their heads ‘cut off’, their hand gestures suggesting that they are each holding a child. Unlike the red Mechanical Corpuses (made from colour transparencies), these have light shining through them; they appear as a negative in the light beam of the enlarger and bring to mind the meaning of the word ‘photography’, drawing with light. In the digital age, they call attention to the fact that photography using the negative-positive system is a thing of the past. As opposed to the veristic Triptychs, these openly encourage the imagination thanks to their similarity to the negative image containing a precise description. Like Veils, Madonnas ’99 can reasonably be seen as sacred works, but whereas the nudes are almost always an adoration of a particular woman, Madonnas in their pellucid appearance are an adoration of all women. The large-format variant of these works, exhibited at Expo 2000 in Hanover, was the result of Mára’s first experience with digital technology.


The next set, Black Corpuses: Family (2001), is not digital. Its magical tonality is the result of a combination of two tonally inverted materials. Here, Mára has enhanced his nudes with the subject of pregnancy, and in a highly stylized form he presents a reflection of a private event. This also became the theme of the group project 8GEN (2008), of which he was curator. 


Mára’s other photographs have already appeared in print. In the sets Space in Space (originally, Space, Terezín, 2002) and Heads (2003–04) he employs grids of pixels. Another series is based on the potential of photographic technology. Gates (originally called Apertures–Tunnel) is made using the motion of the lens against over-exposed surfaces in the background.

In the Memory series, from 2009, Mára again uses in to negative reversed colours. These works have a unique look. Bluish naked bodies in a grey geometric space are linked together or combined only with some kind of yellow and purple hosepipe; everything is immaterial, wrapped in light, apparently transparent. Simply the colour harmony is unique and impressive. The main thing, however, is the bodies, photographed, if possible, in such a way as to achieve the maximum suppression of their materiality, together with the fact that they are on the floor. The models’ figures, interactions, and gestures are dynamic, but not unambiguous; only sometimes do they evoke struggle. In his review, Aleš Kuneš pointed out that Mára may have been inspired by the classical statue of Laocoön and his sons struggling with serpents. The undefined space and the ‘hovering’ figures in a void, however, may also be allusions to a sacred space, as has sometimes been noted (not surprisingly, since Mára also made Madonnas and Veils), or another imaginary place or outer space. The tendency to monumentality, present in his work from the very beginning, has intensified in this set both materially (for example, the dimensions of the tetraptychs from the Memory series come to 420x280 cm in all), and also conceptually. The ambiguity of the depicted action refers to some place beyond this world, though not somewhere in the depths, but rather in the azure heights. The depicted bodies are almost pellucid, yet muscular, almost like Michelangelo’s Last Judgement. They are photographs that are close to Czech figural painting ranging from František Ronovský (1929–2006) to Mára’s friend Ivan Bukovský (b. 1949). The photographer’s work is just as impressive and of a similarly high quality, but it is exceptional in the techniques it employs. Mára has not gone the way of digital manipulations; he has remained a purist who discovers the technological possibilities of stylization while preserving the purity of the medium. Thanks to that, the result is also unique. We know that the depicted figures really were in the space and really were doing just what we see them doing; despite their dematerialized extraterrestrial colours, they are depicted in all their details as people like us. 

The Faces series (2012–14) is a fascinating elaboration of Mára’s work. Can there be anything more basic, more primary, more simple? The geometrically precise sections of faces, which are depicted here in their negative form (as in some of the previous works), this time appear as prints of 9x12 cm colour negatives in their original ochre colour of the film (together with its edges). The heads are youthful, perhaps even those of children; their sex is indeterminate. Their appearance is ‘unfinished’, just beginning to take shape, and the negative image augments this many times over. All in all, even the negative image can reasonably be understood as unfinished photography. The eyes are hidden behind closed lids. Are these, then, living or lifeless beings? The lifeless face loses something of its appearance, and the negative image also is abstract. Though it is mysteriously inscribed in the image, the definiteness of the depicted person will not appear until the positive image is made from the negative print or enlargement. Nevertheless, in Mára’s treatment, the series has a certain range in terms of the definiteness of the appearance. Statue-like heads appeal to the viewer’s visual repertoire, and are able to evoke, for example, the portrayal of the Buddha, a death mask, a classical Greek statue. But some of them also have the indications of facial expressions that belong only to the living – for example, a smile; when they are perceived, the whole series comes to life. The negative images, moreover, radiate light, thereby linking them to the universe and, for many people, also linking them to the existence of the spiritual world. They are something like pre-pictures, apparitions, whose interpretation and realization we cannot be certain of. It is no coincidence that they attracted Mára’s attention at a time when negative-positive technology had been superseded by digital photography. In the Faces series, the negative image plays a role in the realization of the artist’s credo, which would be fair to describe as a search for the general characteristics of the reality we live in, for which he uses technology and the principles of objectivity. Mára is searching for what is behind vision, and he gives form to it. His interpretations, however, are not merely subjective; they are also technically and technologically objective.
Mára’s whole œuvre is characterized by discovery. It fits into the context of contemporary postmodern culture also because it is executed only in installations, which are always made for a specific space. Only by staying in such a space can it provide a full experience and better understanding. It is important to see the original of each work, simply because of its size and textural values. Its reproduction provides only general information.


To discover the meaning of these works one must search at a general level. Mára remains true to his starting point in the technology of pure photography and in the world of ideas and feelings, which is based on the experience of human existence as the search for the meaning of being an individual in society and the universe. It is not a search that leads to an achievable aim; rather it is a troubled journey, the point of which is the journey itself. In Mára’s conception, it is a certain struggle with heroic features. Although highly aestheticized, his pictures represent an unsettling counterpart to the complacent existence of consumer mass society.
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