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tions, which he believed could form the basis of new national architecture.?s The
Czechoslovak pavilion in Rio de Janeiro was an example of such vernacularism
that became the expression of “a modern artistic current, characterized by the at-
tempt to break free from the old classical models by introducing elements of na-
tional culture.”? This culture was seen as that of the peasants whose linear mo-
tifs from embroidery were effectively translated into the building’s ornamental

decoration and presented as part of the modern artistic expression.

The state in arts and crafts

It is one of the paradoxes of interwar world’s fairs, aimed at showcasing uni-
versal modernity and progress, that they enhanced the need for national differ-
ence and exceptionalism. The Parisian International Exposition of Industrial Design
and Decorative Art in Modern Life in 1925 exemplifies such developments, as the of-
ficial goal of the organizer was to establish a new decorative movement, which
would emerge in France and be successful commercially on an international scale.
France tried to re-establish itself as a producer of applied arts, having to face in-
creasingly strong competition from Britain and Germany, as well as from the
USA. To remove the association that France, at exhibitions or elsewhere, adhered
to historicism and old-fashioned décor, all imitations of old styles were banned.?”

The French organizers and exhibitors, however, struggled to agree on what
modern meant and they presented varied views and understandings of modern
art and design. The poet Paul Géraldy, for example, pointed to France’s reluc-
tance to embrace modernity wholeheartedly in his review of the Exhibition;
he claimed that the modern here tried to negate “France’s history and heritage
for the sake of fashion.”® Expanding the notion of France’s unique position in
the visual arts, the jeweler and designer René Lalique suggested that the decora-
tive arts of the future should be again elitist. “Elitist art,” in his interpretation,

25 Vendula Hnidkova, Ndrodni styl, kultura a politika (Prague: VSUO, 2013), Marie Benesova, Pavel Ja-
ndk (Prague: Nakladatelstvi ¢eskoslovenskych vytvarnych umélett, 1959), Norbert Kiesling, Pavel
Jandk (Weitra: Bibliothek der Provinz, 2012).
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neiro: EBA Publicagdes, 2010), 231.
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was authentically French and as such could re-establish France as a leader in art
and design.?® At the same time, others called for the new visual language to be
more closely linked to French regionalism and local traditions, which—as, for
example, Romy Golan has argued—occupied a prime spot at the Exhibition.3

Yet despite all the effort to create a uniform new French artistic language,
the Exhibition did not come up with any consistent definition or presentation
of modernity in art and design. The site of the International Exhibition accom-
modated a wide array of modernisms that included the various Art Deco pavil-
ions alongside the more restrained architecture as regards the embrace of dec-
oration, like the Lyon and St Etienne pavilions designed by Tony Garnier, the
Pavilion of Tourism by Robert Mallet-Stevens, or Le Corbusier’s Esprit Nouveau
and Konstantin Melnikov’s Soviet pavilion. The Exhibition organizers were,
nevertheless, far from open to include all forms of modernism and for example
the non-figurative work of the Bauhaus and De Stijl were excluded from the ex-
hibition grounds. A dissatisfaction with the ban led to a counter-exhibition in
Paris, “LArt d’Aujourd’hui” (The Art of Today), providing an alternative view of
what modern, non-narrative art could look like. The exhibition displayed the
work of artists from 24 countries, including Fernand Léger, the Delaunays, Na-
talia Goncharova, Picasso, or Le Corbusier and also several Czech artists living
in Paris at the time, such as Josef Sima, Jindfich St}'frslq'r, and Toyen.3* On top
of that, two artists and art theorists, Karel Teige of Czech origin and Theo van
Doesburg from the Netherlands, compiled a call for a protest against the exclu-
sion of De Stijl in the journal Pdsmo (Zone) published in Prague.3? Speaking on
behalf of the Constructivists and targeting the focus of the Parisian Exhibition
on the decorative arts, they called for an organization of a counter-exhibition,
congress, international publication and “modern performances” with the aim
of eradicating the “applied arts scam” in all areas.3?

Other Czech critics expressed mixed feelings about the composition of the
entire Exhibition as well as about the Czechoslovak participation which for
many highlighted the basic issues in the relationship between art and design
on the one hand and the diversity of definitions of the modern. The architect
Adolf Bens, for example, expressed his skepticism about the displayed decora-
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tive arts in the journal Stavitel (The Constructor) after the Exhibition closed. He

noted that the event was

highly educational although mostly in the negative sense. [Here] the pro-
gram had dissolved into an inorganic breadth, the “decorative arts” had
been reckoned with in France and in entire Europe and it became clear
how unrelated the general state of culture was with the profusion of the

decorative arts.3*

Around 1925, Ben§ worked in the studio of Josef Godar, assisted on the de-
sign of the Czechoslovak pavilion and was also in charge of the construction
of the national pavilion in Paris.3s His dismissal of the unnecessary decorative-
ness arts was accompanied by an embrace of “the logical,” pure architecture of
Le Corbusier which much more corresponded with the contemporary state of
mind.3¢ The decorative arts at the Exhibition, Ben§ continued, were therefore
reduced to their obsolete function related to craftmanship, which turned the
event into a display of luxury and ornament rather than of practical utilides.

Such reading can be applied to parts of the Czechoslovak pavilion too. Over-
all, the artistic display in Paris was a mixture of decorative ornamentalism, based
on craftsmanship, and moderately avant-garde works. The latter could be exem-
plified by FrantiSek Drtikol’s photographs of female nudes with abstracted back-
grounds and the displays of functionalist architecture designs by Jaromir Krejcar
and Bohuslav Fuchs.3” Most of the artwork on display, however, was comfort-
ably conventional and “tame,” if not outright conservative.3® There was a range of
sculptural work that included Jan Stursa’s Victory of a boy waving a laurel branch.
The statue celebrated independent Czechoslovakia and was located on the pavil-
ion roof, while Otto Gutfreund’s figurative sculptures referenced the visual lan-
guage of civilism, which commended everyday life and manual work. Otakar
Svec’s bronze Motorcyclist captured modernity through its emphasis of speed in
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its sleek, abstracted forms emulating movement. This 9ookg heavy sculpture was,
nevertheless, located somewhat out of the way at the back of the pavilion build-
ing, suggesting an ambiguous attitude to this kind of abstracted work [fig. 31].

The large open space on the ground floor was clad in oak panels and featured
glass windows by Kysela which depicted references to various crafts like pot-
tering, weaving, painting, or printing and decorative carpets.3® The space was
divided into sections focusing on decorative objects in various materials such
as glass, porcelain, embroidery or book binding, with stage design located at
the end of the building. The first floor was taken up by the Hall of Honor and
equipped with work by teachers and students at the School of Decorative Arts
in Prague [fig. 32]. The architect and designer Pavel Janik equipped the space
with various sculptural objects in wood and glass depicting Czechoslovak crafts
and industries, as well as abstract topics like science, labor, literature or archi-
tecture. Janik also supplied glass chandeliers and a model of a fireplace from
Slovakia and smaller objects included glass by the designers Josef Drahoriovsky
(1877-1938) and Jaroslav Horejc (1886-1983) and lace by Emilie Pali¢kova Mil-
de.®® Kysela’s large wall tapestries with allegories of crafts, executed by the de-
signer Marie Teinitzerova (1879-1960), dominated the space.

The exhibition commissioner for the Czechoslovak pavilion in Paris was V.
V. Stech, who had previously helped to organize the national pavilion at Rio de
Janeiro. Like many of the architects, designers and artists involved in the pavil-
ion, Stech was linked with the School of Decorative Arts, where he taught. And
like many others, he was a member of the Association of Czechoslovak Werk-
bund. One of the best represented artists in the pavilion was FrantiSek Kysela,
who in 1924 became the rector of the School of Decorative Arts. In many re-
spects, the pavilion—and the Czechoslovak exhibits in other halls—therefore
became a showcase of the School and its orientation. In the 1920s, many of the
studios at the School taught decorative ornament derived from folk art, because
these so-called traditional designs were understood as the expression of the na-
tion.** This focus was adopted by the state, which was the official representa-
tive of the nation, and various official, public-facing activities and commissions
were granted to the School.
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Fig.32. Josef Gocar, Interior of the Czechoslovak pavilion in Paris, 1925.
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