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Saudek is the world-famous Czech photographer. He 

was born in Prague in 1935 into a Jewish family, most 

of his relatives died in concentration camps, he and his 

twin brother Karel survived the war. Karel later became 

a famous comix drawer. Jan studied a graphic school, 

and was slowly becoming a photographer. Accord-

ing to Saudeks’s biography, he got his irst camera, 

a Kodak Baby Brownie, in 1950. He apprenticed to a 

photographer and in 1952 started working as a print 

shop worker, where he worked until 1983. In 1959, he 

started using the more advanced Flexaret 6x6 camera, 

and engaged in painting and drawing. After complet-

ing his military service, he was inspired in 1963 by the 

catalogue for Edward Steichen’s The Family of Man 

exhibition, to try to become a serious art photogra-

pher. In 1969, he traveled to the United States and was 

encouraged in his work by curator Hugh Edwards.But 

when he returned to Prague, he was forced to work in 

half illegality, because the oficial authorities did not 

favor the free spirit his works. He got divorced, in 1972 

discovered his famous “wall”, which he then used as a 

background for the most of his famous pictures. 

Saudek’s image world is both mythic and 

profoundly personal. Its allegories spring from an in-

tense subjectivity. To fully understand this rich inner 

universe, one must know something of the turbulent 

environment in which the photographer struggled to 

survive. Born into a Jewish family in 1935 Jan spent 

much of his childhood under Nazi occupation. He 

and his brother Karel were sent to a special concen-

tration camp for twin children, while many of his fam-

ily perished in Theresienstadt. This early exposure to 

violence and death made a deep impression as the 

young Jan looked upon the dead and dying around 

him “long and close, the way a child does”. He recalls 

at the age of nine seeing a German boy-soldier strung 

up from a lamppost by his ankles. 

Following the war, Jan came across the Sun-

day cartoon section from an American newspaper that 

had been used as packing for a gift parcel sent from 

the US. Later Jan was introduced to the photographs 

of Margaret Bourke-White, Giselle Freund and Eugene 

Smith reproduced in Life magazine. A sense of the nar-

rative potential of photography began to take hold. 

Much later he was to remark: “If a photograph does 

not tell a story it’s not a photograph.” He went on to 

observe: “Perhaps it’s the story of all of our thoughts, 

those that become public and challenge conventional 

wisdom and those that remain conined by shame”. 

While he continued to photograph in black and white, 

his clients began to request colour. Colour ilm being 

hard to obtain and process, Jan took to hand tinting 

his images with watercolour pigments. Thus, the sec-

ond signature of his oeuvre was established. Ironically, 

while it satisied a contemporary market, the hand tint-

ed nudes evoked 19th century erotica, reinforcing an 

achronic quality. Each painted photograph construct-

ed a mythical image-space of hedonism tinged with 

melancholy, eroticism in the penumbra of violence, 

beauty amid decay, life cupped in the hands of death.

Jan Saudek

Even a child like me can see he’s from 

the Wehrmacht, and not an SS man. They 

pour petrol over him and set light to him… 

It’s the innocent who pay for every war.
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Black Tears

1973



It is between these Herculean Pillars of the human 

condition – the passion in which life is created and the 

decay and violence in which it fades or is snuffed out 

– that Jan, like Dante’s Ulysses, dares to navigate in 

the search for truth. The crew who share this adven-

ture is family. It is family that spans these opposing 

but mutually dependent poles of creation and disso-

lution. Family in its most generous deinition: extend-

ed, enfolding, idiosyncratic, warm. Tracing his imagery 

over the decades one sees children born, mature into 

adulthood and bear their own families. Genetic re-

semblances echo though the tableaux. The variety of 

age, size and shape in the bodies represented speaks 

to the splendid diversity of humankind, as it does to 

the inexorable passing of the corporeal seasons and 

the promise of generational renewal. For, in his articu-

lation of the visual language of human bodily beauty, 

Jan’s images celebrate not the surface of skin, but the 

palpable, mutable substance of lesh. What irst drew 

me to Jan Saudek’s work, and holds me still, is his sen-

sitivity to beauty in all its forms from conventional to 

eccentric. He reveals – indeed revels in – the paradox-

es and extremes of human experience, but he does so 

through a timeless allegorical poetics.

A trip to the US in 1969 was to set the ultimate 

course of Jan’s artistic rise to fame. There he met Hugh 

Edwards, an inluential curator from the Art Institute of 

Chicago and tireless champion of ine art photography. 

Edwards recognised the artist’s talent, encouraged him 

to persevere and introduced his work to the American 

market. But here too there is a moment of paradox, for 

the trip to America also precipitated a growing sense 

of alienation. “I’m standing in an American street, 42nd 

Street in New York. Alone. And I have been alone ever 

since,” Jan recalls. “When I return home my children 

don’t recognise me.”

Melding the intrinsic rituals of life, the provoc-

ative, disturbing, and sometimes controversial work of 

Czech photographer and artist Jan Saudek is interna-

tionally celebrated. His best-known work is notedor its 

hand-tinted portrayal of painterly dream worlds, often 

inhabited by nude or semi-nude igures surrounded 

by bare plaster walls or painted backdrops, frequent-

ly re-using identical elements (for instance, a clouded 

sky or a view of Prague’s Charles Bridge). In this they 

echo the studio and tableaux works of mid nineteenth 

century erotic photographers, as well as the works of 

the painter Balthus, and of Bernard Faucon. His ear-

ly art photography is noted for its evocation of child-

hood. His later works often portrayed the evolution 

from child to adult (re-photographing the same com-

position/pose, and with the same subjects, over many 

years). Religious motifs or the ambiguity between man 

and woman have also been some of Jan Saudek’s re-

curring themes. 

I believe all artists, if they are not lying 

to themselves, must believe that the best 

part of their work, or even their life, is in 

front o them. to look only to the past and 

to say ‘those were the best years, when 

i was young’ is to say that in the future 

there is nothing.

Love Story

1974
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Jan Saudek has always been in controversy due to the 

explicit s3xual and erotic nature of his images. The 

combination of cruelty and eroticism has always been 

his irst choice. With over 400 solo exhibitions, his dis-

tinctive approach continues to be a source of both 

inspiration and speculation. In fact, due to the sensi-

tive and erotic nature of his work, Saudek has been 

the focus of censorship attempts in the past. Casting 

straightforward perspectives on subjects ranging from 

virginal experimentation and the reenactments of 

the sexually perverse to the dogma of marriage and 

motherhood, Saudek leaves little to the imagination 

with his afluence of lesh-illed imagery. Perhaps best 

known for his beautiful hand-tinted style, additional 

themes of religion, war, childhood, and the ambigui-

ty between man and woman are incorporated heavily 

into his work.  

Despite growing international acclaim, especially in 

North America, Jan had to wait many decades before 

he was to be formally recognised in his own country. 

Indeed, he was nearly 50 by the time the authorities 

permitted him to leave his job as a factory worker and 

pursue a full-time photographic career. But while he 

was ostracised by the powers that be, he became 

something of a cult igure among his fellow photogra-

phers and drew increasing admiration from a younger 

generation of Czech art lovers. In 1990, Saudek re-

ceived the Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres (Order of 

Arts and Letters), one of the highest honors in France, 

in recognition of his service to culture, and sixteen 

years later, he was awarded the Artis Bohemiae Amicis 

from the Czech Ministry of Culture.

I don’t care, because I cannot change it. 

Never in my life, do I ask for a show, 

never in my life do I ask for this, please 

make a book on me, never in my life… 

I’m a very strange person, I’m waiting 

until somebody comes to me and tells 

me, would you like to have interview 

with me? Would you like to have a book, 

would you like to take a picture of me? I 

never, never, never in my life do I ask for 

anything, but always I get it.
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Marie no.1

1974

Two Women

1974



I believe all artists, if they are 

not lying to themselves, must 

believe that the best part of 

their work, or even their life, 

is in front o them. to look only 

to the past and to say ‘those 

were the best years, when I 

was young’ is to say that in 

the future there is nothing.

-Jan Saudek
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Mirka 2 Face

1974

Medallion

1970
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The Story of  the Haircut of  a Soldier

1984



Maid’s Evening

1980
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Weapons of  Women and Men

1989
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