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The Walking Mask | 2025 | 1770 x100 cm
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Jaroslav Vale¢ka (b. 1972) is one of the most recognisable figures in contemporary Czech
painting. His work is deeply rooted in the landscape of the Lusatian Mountains in northern
Bohemia (in the Czechia-German borderlands). In the 20t century, this region was marked
by dramatic historical changes, population transfers, and cultural ruptures. It was here
that he spent his childhood and adolescence, and it is to these places that he repeatedly
returns, both to work and to relax.

Valecka paints stories. He does not view landscape as merely a template for post-
card-like images, but as a living organism imbued with the memories of human destinies.
His paintings are visual chronicles: they portray rural celebrations, rituals, processions, mo-
ments of collective joy and quiet sorrow. An important source of inspiration for the artist
has been the local stories he heard as a child. These stories do not only relate to times long
past, whether the Thirty Years' War, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, or the Nazi occupation,
butalsostretchintotheimmediate present. Vale¢karecords these regionallegends against
the backdrop of evocative panoramic views of the open countryside, which he observes like
a pilgrim gazing at the horizon, or surveys from a distance like a pilot or a bird of prey cir-
cling overhead. However, he also situates the stories of his canvases in more intimate places
such as abandoned interiors, half-ruined buildings, forest cemeteries, or mysterious natural
scenes deep in the woods. Often, the central motif is the protagonists of these local stories
themselves, shaped by the painter'simagination.

Formally, Vale¢ka draws on the tradition of European landscape painting, particu-
larly the Nordic Romanticism represented by Caspar David Friedrich. At the same time,
however, he absorbs the vitality of Expressionism and Symbolist imagination. Rather than
nostalgically referencing the past, he builds a unique, contemporary visual language. To
achieve a compelling and impressive effect, Vale¢ka uses the alla prima technique. First, he
outlines the basic composition of the painting; after that, he models and builds the space
and depth of the rural scenery directly with paint, without any preparatory drawings. He
immerses himself in the subject matter and sensitively observes the development as well
as shifts in his original intention. He paints intuitively and emotionally, driven by what the
events on the canvas itself inspire him to do.

Repeatedly, he depicts the bitterly cold early spring or winter from many different
perspectives, contrasting it with the strange melodramatic light of the sky. At other times,



the cold tones of the painting are lit up by the glow of distant fires or human dwellings scat-
tered across the horizon. The mood of the paintingsis often reinforced by the dusky evening
and night hours, when the dramatic impact of the locations drives our imagination to the
maximum. The resulting melancholic colourism accentuates the balladic nature and mes-
merizingly magical atmosphere of the individual scenes.

Although firmly rooted in a specific region, Valecka's paintings deal with universal
questions of human existence. His paintings remind us that landscape is not only a phys-
ical space, but also a mirror of collective memory and the human soul. It is precisely this
connection between local experience and universal human message that makes his work
internationally accessible and comprehensible.

This new publication, presented on the occasion of an exhibition at the CCC Gallery
(Czech-China Contemporary Art Museum) in Beijing's Songzhuang district, presents a rep-
resentative selection of Valecka's recent works. Simultaneously, it opens a new chapter in
the artist’s work. The exhibition project also includes paintings created during his residency
in Beijing in the spring of 2026. The inspiring encounter with a very different cultural and
visual environment gives the author an opportunity to confront the Central European tra-
dition of memory landscapes with a new geographical and mental horizon.

VERONIKA MARESOVA

Jaroslav Valecka lives and works alternately in Prague and in Liska in the Sudetenland
(Czechia-German border region). In the late 1990s, he graduated from the Academy of
Fine Arts in Prague (Prof. Sopko's painting studio and Prof. Hendrych's sculpture studio). He
is a member of the international Stuckist art movement, and also of the loose association
Natvrdli (literally, the Thickheaded), a Prague painting group with an ironic and humorous
undercurrent. The artist has had numerous successful exhibitions in Czechia and abroad
(Vienna, Madrid, Paris). His paintings have also been successfully auctioned several times
at Sotheby's in London, the world’s largest auction house. Several monographs have been
published about his work, including a study by the renowned critic and art historian Edward
Lucie-Smith. He is represented in major state and private collections at home and around
the world.

Castle | 2023 | 1770 x150 cm



TheKids | 2023 | 150 x115cm The Drunken Princess | 2026 | 150 x115¢cm
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Fireflies | 2024 | 100x125cm

Night Butterflies | 2024 | 115x150 cm
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The Bottom | 2024 | 115x115cm

The Bride | 2024 | 120x70cm
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Above the Forest | 2024 | 150x100 cm The Burning Witch | 2023 | 140 x100 cm
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The Storm | 2022 | 115%150 cm

The Gate | 2022 | T00x12cm
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The Acrobat | 2026 | T15%150 cm

The Cats | 2025 | 80x120cm
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The Starry Night | 2025 | 115x150 cm

The Lake | 2023 | 140%x210cm
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The Terrace | 2023 | 115%x210cm




The Moonwalker | 2025 | 150 x115¢cm The Kids | 2023 | 140x100cm




The Mummy | 2025 | 100 %80 cm The Mask of Fear | 2022 | 125%x70 cm
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The Dragons | 2025 | 100 x125cm

The Fire Ceremony | 2024 | 100x140 cm
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Phalangas | 2024 | 135x200 cm




34

Forest Pulpits | 2022 | 200 x150 cm

MASKS, PUPPETS, AND FIGURATIVE SYMBOLISM
IN JAROSLAV VALECKA'S SUDETENLAND LANDSCAPE

Jaroslav Valecka's work represents a significant contribution to contemporary “folk
surrealism” art, which draws on archaic layers of culture and their surviving structures
in the region’s imagination. His paintings feature masks, puppets, and stylized figures
that function as ritual and symbolic objects and allow a return to culturally older forms
of perceiving space, time, and social roles. This essay interprets Valecka's work using
the anthropological concepts of ritual, liminality, the grotesque, symbolism, and play
in the context of postmodern aesthetics, and draws on the theoretical foundations of
Mircea Eliade, Mikhail Bakhtin, Victor Turner, Roland Barthes, Roger Caillois, Hans-Georg
Gadamer, and Jean-Francois Lyotard.

1. Archaiclmagination and the Sacred Structure of Time (Mircea Eliade)

In his various studies, Mircea Eliade showed that archaic cultures did not structure
time linearly, but cyclically, based on the repetition of sacred events (Eliade, 1957). Ritual
celebrations “returned” their participants to the moments of beginning and renewal, which
Eliade defines as “eternal return.”

Valecka's paintings reflect precisely this cyclical, ritualized time. Pilgrimage
scenes, carnival masks, and folk festivals with banquets do not present a linear narrative,
but a recurring return, i.e., an archetypal renewal taking place beyond the dimension of
historical events.

In this context, masks and puppets become mediators of sacred time: they do not
represent individuals with a psychological profile, but archetypal entities that endure while
their human mediators change. This explains the rigidity, anonymity, and timelessness of
the figures in the landscape.

2. The Grotesque Body and Carnival as a Reversal of Order (Mikhail Bakhtin)

Mikhail Bakhtin (1965) interpreted carnival as a ,second world" in which hierarchy is
reversed, the body becomes grotesque, and laughter disrupts institutionalized structures.
Valeéka's masked characters, with fixed smiles and puppet-like movements, exhibit
precisely these grotesque features Bakhtin describes: exaggerated body parts, bizarre
appearances with deformed expressions and a combination of laughter and freeze, as well
as“low” motifs of food, feasting, and excessin times of abundance (of various celebrations).
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Here, the grotesqueis not meant to be humorous; it serves as a method of disruption,
i.e., it expresses the ambiguity between the living and the inanimate, between man and
symbol, between celebration and emptiness. This corresponds to Bakhtin's “carnivalesque
turn,” which in Valeéka's painting turns out to be a visual principle, not a social event.

3. Liminality, Masks, and Roles in the Ritual Process (Victor Turner)

In histheory of ritual (1969), Victor Turner develops the concept of liminality, i.e., the
intermediate phase of arite of passage in which the individual finds himself between the old
and new status. In traditional cultures, the mask represents the medium of this transition: it
anonymizes, depersonalizes, and allows entry into another mode of being.

The puppet-like and rigid nature of Valecka's figures can be understood as a visualized
liminal state, in which the characters are notreal actors (since, indeed, they are puppets), nor
are theyordinary, “civilian” subjects (because they are masked). Infact, they find themselves
in the sphere between the sacred and the profane, between play and ritual.

Turner's model of “structure - liminality - aggregation”is here reduced to permanent
liminality: the characters never “return” back, they remain in an intermediate state. This
creates the melancholy and tension so typical of Jaroslav Vale¢ka's work.

Roland Barthes (1957) shows that myth arises from the transformation of cultural
signsinto symbolic forms of the second order. Vale¢ka's mask is thus not a “realistic mask,”
but a myth of the Sudetenland, a sign that denotes collective memory, absence, and the
transmission of tradition. Barthes's concept of metalanguage allows us to understand
Valecka's folklore not as folklore, but as a semiotic system in which the mask signifies both
the folk tradition (the first level, i.e., carnival, pilgrimage, celebration) as well as cultural
trauma, melancholy, and the emptiness of the region (the second level).

Barthes’s emphasis on denotation and connotation allows us to interpret Vale¢ka's
“Sudetenland masks” as connotative signs of absence.

Roger Caillois (1958) classified games into four modalities: agon (competition),
alea (chance), mimicry (pretending), and ilinx (intoxication). Vale¢ka's masks belong to
the realm of mimicry, i.e. playing someone else - and at the same time touch on ilinx (i.e.,
excess, trance). Folk festivals, pilgrimages, and carnivals are typical spaces of “transition
between worlds,” where players suspend the effects of usual norms.

Caillois’s theory allows us to understand Valecka's grotesqueness and surfeit as
ritual excess with a restorative function. However, social role playing in the painting turns
into an empty game; the rules remain, but the actors have disappeared. In this case, too,
this leads to melancholy.

Hans-Georg Gadamer (1960, Czech 1999) understood art as play, symbol, and
celebration, three modalities of aesthetic experience. In the context of Vale¢ka's work, the
following are particularly relevant: play as an autonomous undertaking that transcends
the subject (the characters do not “play,” in fact, they are played), symbol, which connects
the finite with the infinite (the mask as a substitute sign), and celebration, which renews
community and introduces “duration.”

Gadamer's “celebration” is latent in Valecka's work: the celebratory framework is
present in masks and feasts, but participation is unclear or empty. A celebration without
community turns into a melancholic aesthetic experience that mediates the continuity of
tradition without any updating.

Jaroslav Valecka's work can be interpreted as a specific synthesis of the “low” and
the “sublime” within aesthetic categories that Jean- Frangois Lyotard identifies within
postmodern discourse. Valecka draws on banal, often “low” elements of rural life and folk
entertainment, i.e. visually appealing attractions and fairground events, folk festivals,
carnival masks and lights. He also recalls the trauma of Czech borderlands (in this case,
LuZické hory or the Lusatian Mountains): villages ravaged and abandoned by wars and
displacement, small rituals from the lives of residents and their bizarre accidents, which



oftenendfatally. He elevates these events, disasters, and incidents to bearers of existential
and metaphysical experience.

From the lowliness of local memory, folklore, and peripheral everyday life, Vale¢ka
develops an aesthetic of the sublime: the dark melancholy of loss, the emptiness after the
expulsion and destruction of the Sudetenland, the weight of historical time, and a sense of
existential hopelessness. This creates the postmodern paradox, where the “low” isa medium
for the "“sublime.” The kitsch of merry-go-rounds alongside eschatological melancholy,
the naivety of masks alongside transcendental horror, carnival grotesquery alongside the
silence of a dead landscape. Once we start understanding it in this way, the lowliness of the
“fairground” and the “folk” becomes a path to great historical trauma and a feeling that
Lyotard calls the aesthetics of the unspeakable. The work ceases to be an illustration of
atheme and becomes an event of perception, where the comic and the tragic, the infantile
and the apocalyptic, the banal and the numinous coexist without any hierarchical synthesis.

Valec¢ka thus accomplishes a postmodern gesture which does not replace the
aesthetic hierarchy with a new norm; it opens up a field in which the low can be a path
to transcendence, where the sublime is born from the marginal, rather than from the
mainstream.

The theoretical frameworks of Eliade, Bakhtin, Turner, Barthes, Caillois, Gadamer,
and Lyotard demonstrate that the masks and puppets in Jaroslav Valecka's work are not
to be understood as aestheticized folklore, but visual structures that evoke the following:
a) the sacred time of cyclical renewal (Eliade), b) carnival grotesqueness and reversal
(Bakhtin), c¢) liminal state andritual transition (Turner), d) the myth-making function of the
sign (Barthes), e) play and ritual excess (Caillois), f) celebration and symbol as modalities
of art (Gadamer), g) high and low in the aesthetics of the unsaid (Lyotard).

From the perspective of these theories, Valecka can be seen as a painter who
develops the classical medium of painting in the visual arts with an original approach. he
connects archaic ritual imagery and “low” folk forms with the postmodern experience of
loss and emptiness, and thus creates a unique model of melancholic, post-ritual figurative
painting rooted in the memory of the region. Valecka's landscape does not lie in heroic

monumentality, but in the disruption of certainties, in the revelation of the inexpressible;
it is never just a melancholic backdrop, but a place of epistemic emptiness and silence.
Figurative characters in bizarre masks and puppets convey this unnameability by
aestheticizing fear, shame, desire, and provincial grotesqueness, coming from a local and
historically stigmatized space.

JOLANA PASTOR / 2026
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The Stilts | 2025 | 770 x115cm

The Mask | 2025 | 100x80cm
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Heads | 2024 | 170 x115cm
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The Mist | 2025 | 100 x125cm

Fireflies | 2023 | 100%x125cm
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Carrousel | 2024 | 125x100 cm Walking | 2024 | 150x70 cm




The Burning Heart | 2024 | 170 x70 cm Masks in the Window | 2025 | 1770 x115cm
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The Aurora | 2023 | 150 %210 cm

The Parachute | 2024 | 120 x150 cm
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The Yellow Tent | 2024 | 100 x125cm

T ]1“!1"':: Pe

Shadows on the Lake | 2024 | 100 %140 cm
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The Mist | 2024 | 100x160 cm
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Thunderball | 2025 | 115%150 cm

The Boats | 2022 | 115%150 cm
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The Fire | 2023 | 140 %100 cm

Mask of the Heart | 2025 | 1770 x75cm
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Reflections | 2025 | 100 x125cm

The Bride | 2025 | 50 x50 cm
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The Flags Ceremony | 2025 | 115x 210 cm
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The Flags | 2025 | 120 x150 cm

JAROSLAV VALECKA

In a certain sense, the world of Western European and American culture is still in the dark
about what happened to art ‘after Communism'. | mean what happened to art not only in
Russiaitself, but also in the nations of Eastern Europe that had been satellites of the Soviet
Union. In theory there should have been an immediate liberation, with artists suddenly set
free to do what they pleased and produce what they pleased. In practice, this seems not to
have been the case.

JaroslavValeckaisinquiteanumberof waysatypical product of the post-Communist
situation in his native country, the Czech Republic. This in many ways amounts to saying
that his work is not ‘typical’ of anything at all, but is sui generis, an entirely individual
product of his own talent.

There are a number of ways of looking at this situation. One can look back at two
very specific moments in Czech culture, moments in culture associated with the culture
of Prague, its capital city. | don't think | am alone in finding Prague beautiful, but also
melancholy and slightly sinister. | associate this atmosphere with the history of one of
its most famous inhabitants, the 16" century Habsburg emperor Rudolph I, a student
of astrology and alchemy, and patron of some particularly strange artists, among them
Arcimboldo, who portrayed his patron as the Roman god Vertumnus, in a painting where
the likeness is made up of different kinds of flowers and fruit.

lalso associate it with the writer Franz Kafka, whose workis described in Wikipedia as
“filled with the themes and archetypes of alienation, physical and psychological brutality,
parent-child conflict, characters on a terrifying quest, labyrinths of bureaucracy, and
mystical transformations.” One doesn’t have to look far in this book to find at least some of
these themes in Valecka's work. Several paintings, one showing a woman being attacked
by giant scorpions, another a man whose face is being attacked by a gigantic moth, recall
what is perhaps Kafka's most famous story, The Metamorphosis, in which a traveling
salesman called Gregor Samsa awakens to find that he has been transformed overnight
into a giantinsect.

However, the scenery for these works is not Prague but what used to be called the
Sudetenland, aregion of Czechoslovakiathat, before World Warll, had a primarily German-
speaking population. Immediately after the Anschluss of March 1938, which united Austria
with Germany, the Nazi government began making increasingly aggressive claims to the
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region, which was handed over to Germany in October of the same year. This was followed
by the Germaninvasion of the Czech area of Czechoslovakiain March 1939, and then by the
outbreak of World War l.

Following the war, the majority of the German-speaking population of the
Sudetenland (aname now officiallybanned) was expelled. Alarge part of the small minority
who were left emigrated of their own accord. In 1930 the German inhabitants of the region
had numbered over three million.In 2001, only 40,000 people in the Czech Republic claimed
German ethnicity.

Valecka's paintings often seem to speak of this tragic history. There are numerous
snow-bound landscapes, devoid of inhabitants. Some paintings show roofless houses.
Other still allude to the World War - a single-engined plane crashed and crumpled in
a snowbound forest; a panorama, with mountains and a lake, where the sky is full of
parachutists; another panorama where a plane is coming down in flames. There are spooky
incidents - a man wearing a bird’s head, standing upright, hands in pockets, in a little boat
inthe middling of a twilight lake. There is no sign of an outboard motor or a pair of oars. The
water is still, and the boat doesn't seem to be moving. A tall scarecrow figure recurs. In one
painting it is seen hanging from a lamppost - the victim of a symbolic lynching. In another
painting, there is a head-and-shoulders image of a young man, staring directly at us, with
his mouth sewn shut.

This is perhaps as near as Valecka gets to an outright political statement. The
collective impression the paintings make is nevertheless one of great unease. They are not
so much about history, as things that exist in the midst of history.

The charm of Valecka's paintings is, very often, their poetic melancholy. Looking
at them, we enter into a haunted world. Even when the compositions make statements
about violent events, they tend to distance these from the spectator. It is symbolic that so
many of his landscapes are made from a high viewpoint. Looking far into the distance. His
attitude seems to be that of a visiting stranger, trying to make sense of places and events
from which heis subtly alienated. He sees traces and signs of the catastrophic, but he is not
immediately, viscerally involved.

We live at a time when there is a great deal of extremely superficial political art,
mislabelled as radical and ‘avant-garde’, but in fact very conformist at heart, embracing

66

received opinions dear to the liberal or would-be liberal educated elite. Valecka's work
does not do this. It does embrace the turbulent past of the region of Europe he lives in. And
it often speaks eloquently of what the Roman poet Virgil, more than two millennia ago,
called the “lacrimae rerum” - the “tears of things”.

EXTRACT FROM AN ESSAY
BY EDWARD LUCIE-SMITH (2015)

Snowfall | 2025 | 75%170 cm

67



68

The Spring Ceremony | 2025 | 150 x170 cm

The Boat | 2026 | 100x150 cm

69



Red Asteroid | 2024 | 70x100cm Lampions | 2024 | 95%135cm
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Aurora | 2025 | 150%x210cm

TheRaft | 2024 | 100x150 cm
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The Parasols | 2024 | 100x160 cm

The Lampion | 2025 | 100 x170 cm
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The Castle | 2025 | 90x130cm

The Mist | 2025 | 100 %170 cm
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Ship of Fools | 2023 | 115x180 cm
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Storm | 2025 | 150%x210cm

Flags | 2025 | 110x150 cm
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Net | 2024 | 170 x80 cm

Vertigo | 2023 | 1770 x55cm
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Moonlight | 2023 | 150 x 210 cm

Usti nad Labem City | 2025 | 150%x210cm
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The Cats | 2023 | 80x140cm

Red Smoke | 2024 | 100x180cm

87



-
- —

Winter | 2023 | 115x210 cm




Halloween | 2025 | 150 x115¢cm Morana | 2025 | 150 x 80 cm
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