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Abstract:

The article is based on a book and texts
from Elena Licha-Zabranska and deals
with the lifetime work of the significant
Slovak artist and photographer Luba
Lauffova, who is considered as an ex-
traordinary personality not only for Slo-
vak, but also for European photography
in general. She studied photography at
the School of Applied Arts in Bratislava
and in 1976 graduated from the Acade-
my of Performing Arts in Prague as an
exceptionally creative photographer. At
first she worked at a primary art school
in Bratislava and from 1983 as a free-
lance artist. Apart from creative work,
she was concerned with illustrations of
children’s books in particular. The year
1989 was marked by general feelings of
cultural and personal depression. She
eventually committed suicide on the 21st
of March 2004. In her work, characteris-
tic of avant-garde and inventive artistic
vision, she challenged many stereotypes
of Slovak art photography. Combining
humour with poetry, and beauty with
eroticism, her photography has affinities
with Czech poeticism and the Slovak
form of Surrealism. Luba Lauffové was
never confined to pure forms of photog-
raphy and always transformed her point
of departure. She easily transferred to

various forms of imaginative photogra-
phy, masterfully exploiting collage, mon-
tage, light painting and staged photog-
raphy. Lauffovad completed her positives
with painterly interventions, giving free
rein to her intuition and associations. As
an exceptional artist, Luba Lauffova cre-
ated her own photographic poeticism
and exploited a wide range of genres.
Luba Lauffovd had a close affinity with
the postmodernist thinking of the early
1980s. Irrespective of the domestic so-
cial situation, she identified herself with
European and world art development
and through her staged photography
embraced the principles of classic mod-
ernism in the development of Slovak
photography, thus contributing to the
frequency of photographs as works of
art in 20th century Slovak fine art.
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Luba Lauffova was born on
the 17th of May 1949 in Bratislava.
Her father was one of the founders
of the photography club life in
Slovakia. Her sister trained as
a pianist. Although Luba had a
musical talent, she was destined to
study photography at the School
of Applied Arts in Bratislava and in
1976 graduated from the Academy
of Performing Arts in Prague as an

exceptionally creative photographer.

At first she worked at a primary art
school in Bratislava and from 1983
as a free-lance artist. Apart from
creative work, she was concerned
with illustrations of children’s
books in particular. The year 1989
was marked by general feelings of
cultural and personal depression.
She eventually committed suicide on
the 21st of March 2004.

In the period between
the 1970s and 1990s, her work,
characteristic of avant-garde and
inventive artistic vision, challenged
many stereotypes of Slovak art
photography. Combining humour
with poetry, and beauty with
eroticism, her photography has
affinities with Czech poeticism and
the Slovak form of Surrealism. Luba
Lauffova was never confined to pure
forms of photography and always
transformed her point of departure.
She easily transferred to various
forms of imaginative photography,
masterfully exploiting collage,
montage, light painting and staged
photography. Lauffovd completed
her positives with painterly
interventions, giving free rein to her

intuition and associations.

As an exceptional artist,

Luba Lauffova created her own
photographic poeticism and
exploited a wide range of genres:
Nudes, Portraits, Action Art,
Illustrations, Work with Children,
Photography in the Public Space,
Staged Photography, Light Painting
and Collage. Such classification

of Lauffova’s work makes it more
comprehensible and reflects the
distinctive character of her creative
scope.

The female body, the nude as a
means of expression, is inventively
interwoven in her entire work.

The nude appears as part of her
creative expression. She started
taking photographs of nudes at
the Film School of the Academy

of Performing Arts at the end of
the 1960s and accomplished them
by planting butterfly torsos on the
nudes of the Bodies of Rudolf Fila in
2004. In the meantime she created
the majority of her series and
sequences of nudes.

Nude in fashion (a scantily clad
body of a woman in a dress of white
flowers). Nude as a portrait (Sasha,
Girl with a Daisy). Nude in Action
art (Deja’ vu). Nude as an object
(in the Pezinok chateau park). Nude
in staged photography (Homage
to Magritte). Nude in collage
(Anatomical Collages). Through
female nudes she promoted
jewellery (Jewellery and Portrait).
Nude Judith in a cave is captured
within old symbolism. When taking
photographs of nudes, Lauffova’s
inner vision always exploited props
(scattered feathers from a duvet
covered the model’s breasts)
and the photographic potential,

charging the atmosphere with
movement (Disappeared Albertina)
and optical blurring. This work was
created in the late 1960s. Luba
Lauffova was introduced into the
world of professional artists by
the curator Zuzana Barto$ova in
her first exhibition (1976) as a fresh
graduate from the Department of
Photography at the Film School of
the Academy of Fine Arts, shown
at the Bratislava Gallery of Cyprian
Majernik. Lauffovad’s first exhibition
was devoted to classical themes of
modern photography, variations
on the female nude and portrait,
but her treatment was unusual.
All the technical and expressive
means she used when exposing
and enlarging were subordinated
to her unconventional vision. By
toning black and white photographs,
she accentuated their essence.
She freely continued in the vein of
Czech studio photography of the
1930s, being associated with its
preference for the aesthetic level
of work, merely one of the forms
of her own artistic personality.
Her determination to express the
internal state of women on a level
unique in the development of Slovak
photography was equally important.
In the large series Homage
to Magritte she applied abstract
painting on to the bodies of
the main protagonists. Through
her emotional integrity, devoid
of frivolity, she rejected the
moralising view of women, offering
communication with female
nostalgia. Lauffové’s nudity is
provocative, but also contains the
noble Aristotlean goal hidden in the
things we perceive.
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She never misused nudity
as an intimate zone of the human
being, yet her work did not lack
glamour. The artist did not use the
nude model in the common sense of
the word nor intend to objectivise
her visual invention, but through
her communicative approach she
freed it from rigidity in front of
the camera; this was reflected
in the absence of compositions
of stereotypical postures. The
pictures became rare documents
of understanding between the
artist’s and the model’s individuality.
Soft drawing, dissolved contours,
torso, lyrical stylisation. The
visual capturing of the creative
atmosphere was performed by pure
feminine vision.

Luba Lauffova was particularly
concerned with portrait
photography in the 1970s. In tune
with the thinking of the 1960s, the
golden age of Slovak photography,
she made several portraits (Sasha,
Little Girl with a Daisy, Portrait
and Jewel, Boda), staged mostly
outdoors in natural light. The
portraits predominantly depicted
female faces, bearers of ideas of
the story. Simultaneously, she used
symbolist and surrealistic imagery
and Art Nouveau reminiscences.
She combined a distinctive
black and white contrast with
provoking expressiveness. Later
on she thematically replaced
the mysterious beauty of girls
with portraits of women created
by surrealistic elements. In the
1970s, abandoned old buildings,
ready for demolition to make
space for socialist construction in
Bratislava, became studios of young

photographers. Using photographic
montage she created figures
symbolising ancient European
civilisations.

Lauffova’s modern
photographic portrait developed
new forms, expressiveness and a
penetrating psychological structure
of the image. In doing so she
avoided the unnecessary roughness
and sentimental aestheticism into
which Czech photography lapsed
at that time. Organically staging
her own elements, she was able to
turn real space into artistic space.
Joining artificial and real in one
composition was typical of the so-
called new wave with which Luba
Lauffova was associated due to her
rejection of the surrealistic lyrical
stylisations characteristic of the
older generation.

In the 1970s, the development
of women'’s photography was
determined by portraits in
particular. While the American
photographer Linda Benedict
Jones (About Herself, 1975 - 1976)
resolved her personal crisis by
psychoanalytical photographic self-
portraits, women artists of Eastern
and Central Europe were drowned
in their problems in the spirit of old
traditions, unwittingly restricted
by social conventions. Self-
reflecting women'’s photography
independently entered the lives of
women in the Czech Republic and

Slovakia only in the 1980s and 1990s.

Lauffova’s suggestive self-portraits
allow beauty to come to the fore.
She created them sporadically
without associating them with
introversion as aesthetic “portraits”
with emphasis on feminine charm
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and beauty. Lauffovéa photographed
herself with a neat decoration in
her hair, in a staged environment
and arranged postures. Sometimes
she lent herself to her creative
themes as a model (Shift in Man
Ray's Violin), but always in a positive
aesthetic light. Her self-portraits
confirm and depict her identification
with refinement, elegance and
romanticism. Lauffova did not need
to show herself or other women as
anything other than beautiful. This
corresponded to that with which
she liked to identify herself. She was
aware of her personal charm, French
elegance and popularity in society.

Although the subject of women
systematically occurs throughout
the whole scope of Lauffova’s work,
it is hard to find an obvious reason
to classify her as one of the gender
artists of Slovak photography.
While the creators of feminist art
were not interested in aesthetics
as such, but rather in the status
of women in society and history,
Lauffova had a different life feeling
of the period. However, we cannot
deny her feminine aristocratic style
abounding in mimicries, which
makes a significant difference
between women’s and men’s
photography.

As in all the genres, which
Lauffova explored, she does
not impress us by the quantity
but rather by the quality of her
photographic portraits. She did not
tend to proliferate her work without
any signs of further invention.

Acting on her own initiative,
Lauffova portrayed leading
personalities. People and her
friendly approach to them were

her allegory. It was not a problem
for her to do anything for the
people she wanted to portray in the
photograph providing that it would
be an artistic rendering, not a mere
record. Apart from stylised portraits
of figures of Slovak culture, her
male or female friends, she created
an excellent series of portraits of
Dominik Tatarka that undoubtedly
manifest the artist’s sensitivity
to documentary stylisation. The
photographer allowed herself to
drift with random expression, while
avoiding the pitfalls of spontaneity,
and bringing it into harmony with
discipline and professionalism
to produce a human creation. In
her photographic documentary
portraits she captured Tatarka
as a distinctive person, with all
that belongs to it: the aura, the
atmosphere, the expression of
solitude in which Dominik Tatarka
lived in Czechoslovakia, and his
everlasting defiance. Each image
stands for a social portrait.
Exploring the results of this
method, Lauffova continued her
narrative collages in photography.
Attempting to create an authentic,
relatively new and transformed
reality, she effectively applied
her self-expressing motivation to
form the principles of children’s
creative methods. The result of this
cooperation shows a complex of
points of departure characteristic of
the works of art in world art history.
Luba Lauffova participated
in the Bratislava Championship in
Artefact Shift along with artists
representing the Slovak alternative
scene (Klara and Milan Bockay,

Rudolf Fila, Julius Koller, Otis

Laubert, Daniel Fischer, Vladimir
Kordo$, Maridn Mudroch, Dusan
Nagel, Rudolf Sikora, Jana Zelibska,
Peter Meluzin, Matej Kren, Igor
Kalny and others) who reacted
against the effect of totalitarianism
on people and opposed emptied
official art. Lauffov. responded to
the Artefact Shift organised by
Toth four times: in the Violin, 1979,
she produced a photographic
record of the animated image and
in the photographic series Nude

in Water, 1979, she drew on the
theme of sensuality. In 1980 she
created a sequence Touches | - IV
on the subject of the same name.

In 1982, she presented, at the
evaluation session of the theme of
connection, a series of photographs
entitled How Sculpture is Made.
Based on the theme of light and
lighting and using light painting,
Lauffova created a black and white
photographic series Memory of
Returned Light on 21st March

1985. Participating in the actions

of the Bratislava Championship in
Artefact Shift, she found herself in
the environment permeated by the
aesthetic criteria of Professor Fila
and his students and occasionally
also “exploited” them in her creative
play. She knew how the lens could
affect an ambitious photographer.
Using several photographic
methods, she worked with the
artists or their artefacts. Within the
Artefact Shift, she created several
works oscillating on the border of
staged photography and Action
painting. Etie'nne Cornevin, a
French theorist concerned with
fine art and the philosophy of the
individuals who actively participated
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in Shifts during his 10-year stay

in Slovakia, was convinced that
Lauffové’s participation inspired her
to create the finest works.

Luba Lauffova had a close
relationship to lyrical prose and
poetry, and was keen on illustrating
it. She tried to make illustrations
that could stand as independent
works of art. The children’s book
Magical Landscape created in the
1980s by Daniel Hevier and Luba
Lauffové was awarded a prize and
is still considered an avant-garde
achievement from the years of
normalisation. Its content and form,
displaying highly original imagery
and text, make it timeless. The book
abounds with humorous illustrations
and ideas. Lauffova did not attempt
to adorn, explain or emphasise
the text, but co-create it through
her illustrations. She transferred
artistic principles to other levels. In
many ways, she changed the main
objective of the work. Through
her artistry, she escaped matter-
of-factness, elevating it to the role
of symbol and feeling. Objective
reality merely became an excuse
to express a particular emotion,
feeling, psychological levels and
the socio-historical atmosphere
of the moment. Lauffova used
artistic elements to express the
distinctiveness of photographic
illustrations of the last third of the
20th century.

Undoubtedly, her entire
artistic experience and art teaching
deepened her knowledge and
influenced her creative focus
on remarkable illustrations for
children’s books. lllustrations
dominated her work until 1989. By

then she had illustrated twenty
books and book covers.

At the turn of the 1970s and
1980s light painting appeared
in Slovakia. It is a photographic
technique in which exposures are
made by moving a hand-held light
source or the camera. By moving
the light source, the light can be
used selectively to illuminate parts
of the subject or “paint” a picture
by shining it directly into the
camera lens. Light painting was also
used by Slovak intermedia artists:
Vladimir Kordog, Lubomir Duréek,
Lubo Stacho and Dezider Téth;
the first such work was created by
Rudolf Fila. Vladimir Kordo$ and
Jan Krizik used light painting in
their interpretations of classics, but
also in Body art performances. The
so-called “pure” photographers
(Jan Krizik, Stano Slugny, Jozef
Sedlak, Kamil Varga, and Robo
Kocan from the younger generation)
also used this frequent technique.
Lauffova, too, expanded her
artistic programme to include light
painting. Sometimes she is not quite
correctely classified as a “pure”
photographer. However, she was an
artist capable of reinventing herself.
From the period of her studies, the
process of change of her creative
expression was always intensive,
exciting, new and justified. Her
reversibility to collage was a rare
paradox. At the turn of 1983 and
1984 Lauffové worked on a series of
photographs titled Homage to Light.
She layered a neon light tube with
fine crumpled paper and expressed
her idea of form in picture; her
unusual lighting enhanced the
composition, magnifying volume and
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space. The neon light and crumpled
paper created bizarre reliefs
evocative of mysterious landscapes,
and rich tones enhanced the

colour range in shades of blue. The
photographs accentuate imagination
and dreaminess, revealing the
artist’s fascination with light and
colour.

Memory of Returned Light
(1986) is another series of light
paintings. She added to the impact
of light an inconspicuous modified
story. This series was produced in
connection with the performances
of Vladimir Kordo$ (1985), which
took place at the School of Applied
Arts on Palisady, with a replica of
Michelangelo’s sculpture of the
Slave sited there. After documenting
Kordo$'s dynamic performance,
she returned to this place to create
the Memory of Returned Light,
this time without the performer.
The title resulted from the
essence; Lauffové’s neo-romantic
sensitivity indicated affinity with
futuristic contents: the movement
of light around a static force,
represented by the cast of the
Slave. Lauffova’s vibrations in the
Memory of Returned Light, every
suspension over its trace, can lead
to orientation and fruitful reflection.
Naturally, this was accentuated
by the mastery of all tools of the
photographic language used for the
optical transmission and treatment
of selected elements.

Luba Lauffova had a close
affinity with postmodernist thinking
of the early 1980s. When the young
generation emerged onto the
Slovak art scene (Tono Stano, Michal
Pacina, Rudo Prekop, and lyrically

ironic Miro Svolik), expressing their
avowal to the contemporary trends
of new sensibility, spontaneity and
transavantgard, Luba Lauffova
achieved such results in staged
photography. Irrespective of the
domestic social situation, she
identified herself with the European
and world art development and
through her staged photography
embraced the principles of classic
modernism in the development

of Slovak photography, thus
contributing to the frequency of
photograph as the work of art in
20th century Slovak fine art.

It was her most progressive
period. She associated Neo-
romantic melancholy with
Expressionism, Body art and body
painting. Lauffové entered the
space opening to women artists
with distinctive photographs.

We find common features of
imaginative thinking with Milota
Havrénkova, Judita Csaderova,
both of them from the same
generation and educational
background. Like the artists
mentioned above, Luba Lauffova
also created her own original
expression. While Havrankova
abstracted photography with her
photogenic photographs, Lauffova
was committed to Surrealism and
showed a tendency to dreamlike
poetic genres (Rainbow, Homage to
Magritte, Dance). Through staged
photography she focused on the
interpretations and homages,
polemicising and flirting with
René Magritte. Lauffova was a
photographer of mysterious works
that are not superficial at first
glance. Her staged photography

encourages us to abandon
conventional viewing for a while, and
teaches us to dispute the picture
and our perception. She placed
emphasis on the arrangement of
photographs, intentionally choosing
the figures in her concept of
symbols. The narrative character

of her photography lies in the
underlying level of her pictorial
objective. The narrative richness
was determined by the relevance
of individual elements of reference.
Importance was attached to the
effectiveness, power and novelty of
her ideas.

On staging photographs,
she developed the psychological
concept, elaborating it in detail
as a film director. Nothing was
left to a chance. Her domain was
photographing staged scenes in
nature and public spaces. She did
not return to completed series or
genres.

Exploring special techniques,
20th century photography
enhanced a distinctive artistic
expression. From the 1970s,
the technique of collage with
numerous references to modernistic
experience was associated with
Lauffova’s imaginative work.

Her visual images in collages
endowed with poeticism well
correlated with those of Albert
Marencin, one of the first authors
of collages in Slovakia; his creed
embraced what fascinated her:
to capture poetry and express
poeticism.

Since her first works, the
method of collage provided
Lauffova enough space to
discover new meanings. She used
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the language of poetry, deeply
experiencing reality and displaying
her sense of humour and ability to
overcome barriers. After creating
individual collages excellent in
content and artistry: Little Horse,
1976, Balloon with an Eye, 1976, Bird
- Predator, 1982, Miniature Tree,
1982, she produced large series
of collages, reaching beyond the
border of previously used strategies:
Skeleton, 1994, Anatomical Collages,
1994, Butterflies, 1996, Other
Butterflies, 2003. A detailed analysis
of these collages surprises by the
philosophical scope of her reflection
concealed in them. From the aspect
of form, she achieved the statement
by minimum means, in principle, by
linking two different images. The
artist touched upon the problem
of existence with an ambition to
take into account the Tantric-erotic
aspect of human life. Although the
aforementioned collage series are
inherently aesthetic, they can be
metaphorically called critical.

The 1990s did not restrict
the appearance of collage. Their
suggestive character remained
functional in her collages. Lauffové’s
creation of collage series is directly
related to her respect for major
artists. Harmony or suspense
between the appropriated
background and her style of gluing
the chosen butterfly ultimately
conveys the interpretation of the
picture by visual commentary. It
is reminiscent of Fila’s painting
intervention in the appropriated
original image: calendars, books
and copies of original paintings.
Lauffové’s extraordinary skill at
placing seemingly unrelated objects

in a composition of indefinite time
elevated the self-evident to the level
of art.

The series Butterflies and
Other Butterflies are independent
stories she experienced and
subconsciously transferred into
images about the irritating beauty
of existence. The unfinished Other
Butterflies series is not enlarged
photographically. Yet it presents a
refined sense of colour and image
composition, and equally shows that
the artist preserved the integrity
of her intellect during her period
of depression. Lauffova’s collage
series of the 1990s and the turn
of the new century are related to
the disintegration of the consistent
vision of the world into fragmentary
perception, a real phenomenon
reaching beyond the 20th century.

Luba Lauffova applied her
words in her creative practice: “You
should not be limited by anything,
but do what you feel is right, what
you experience”. For almost thirty
years she co-created and directly
determined the image of Slovak
art photography, completing the
European context and entering into
discussion about the new form of
this domain of art, particularly by
shifting the barriers of traditionally
understood photography.”

Elena Licha-Zabranska

(*1948)
Profile of the author of the text

Writer, artist, photographer lives
alternately in Slia¢ and Bratislava.
She is concerned with the
phenomenom of photography in
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connection with fine art. During her
studies at the Institute of Creative
Photography of the Silesian
University in Opava, she devoted
herself in her diploma thesis to the
principles of the life and work of
Luba Lauffova.
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J.A.D. Ingres, The Turkish Bath, section Man Ray, Le violin d’Ingres /

The violin of Ingres

Luba Lauffovd, Violin, 1979
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Sada, 1969 Untitled, from the serie Portrait and jewel, 1970
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Homage to Magritte, 1996

Luba, 1996
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Homage to Michelangelo, contacts from the film, 1986

Homage to Michelangelo, 1986
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Homage to light 1,1984 Homage to light 2,1984
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Portrait (Zuzana Homolova), 80's Dusan Hanak, 2002 - 2003

Untitled, from the serie Disappearance of Albertina, 1977

Marian Varga, 1971

Dominik Tatarka, 1976
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Torso1,80's
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Torso 2,80’s
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Raincoat on the painting, 1983
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Balloon with eye, 1976

Little horse, 1976
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Untitled, from the serie Skeleton, 1994

Untitled, from the serie Vesalius, 1994
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Untitled, from the serie Vesalius, 1994

Hotel of a beetle, from the serie Vesalius, 1994
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Untitled, from the serie Vesalius, 1994
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Untitled, from the serie Vesalius, 1994
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Untitled, from the serie Vesalius, 1994
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Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96

Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96
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Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96

Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96
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Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96
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Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96
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Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96 Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96
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Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96

Untitled, from the serie Butterflies, 1995-96
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Untitled, Other butterflies, 2003
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Student Luba Lauffova in a photo
by Juraj Bartos, 1969
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