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In the 1970s, Julius Koller's work had
seemed, to the younger Jifi Kovanda,
‘absolutely incomprehensible’. What is
more, it appeared ‘almost embarras-
sing’. Kovanda asked: ‘UFQO — '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 betwesn
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 cperating 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-
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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 wera willing to accept
the finality of limitations.

Irespective 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 ih com-
parison with the more overtly political
practices of contemporaries such

as Petr Stembera and Jan Micoch,

| 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 Vaclav
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 Prasidency 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.



His characterisation of this world runs:
‘It is meaningfu! 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 faithfut 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, Jir Kovanda turned eve-
ryday actions such as scratching his
chin and crossing his legs inte 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.
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