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In her interesting yet, in my opinion, somewhat one-sided 
article published in this journal1 devoted to the celebrated 
two-volume history of Czech art historiography,2 Milena 
Bartlová attempts to reconstruct the state of Czech art his-
tory at the height of Husák’s ‘normalization’ regime. She 
describes a scenario, in which this endangered humanist 
discipline adhered for both tactical and ideological reas
ons to a blend of Max Dvořák’s teachings and other influ-
ences. All of them were laced with anti-German nation-
alism and regionalism, because in this way the Czech art 
historians believed that they might – without needlessly 
provoking the communist regime – escape the potential 
onslaught of Marxist-Leninist art history. It soon becomes 
apparent, that she sees in this particular methodological 
constellation the origin of many weaknesses, which in her 
opinion plague Czech art history to this very day.

I am not going to enter into a polemic with Bartlová’s 
obvious obsession with the presumed negative influence 
of Dvořák’s legacy, especially in conjunction with ele-
ments of Panofsky’s iconology,3 in Czech art history in the 

1	 M. Bartlová, ‘Cultivating Its Own Roots: Czech Art History  
in the 1980s in Search of Its Own Beginnings’, Folia Historiae  
Artium, 22, 2024, pp. 91–95.

2	 Kapitoly z českého dějepisu umění, ed. by R. Chadraba et al., vols. 
1–2, Prague, 1986–1987. 

3	 Milena Bartlová has espoused this position in a number of Czech-
language articles in the last ten years. For our purposes it suffices  
to quote her neat summary in: M. Bartlová, ‘Continuity and  
Discontinuity in the Czech Legacy of the Vienna School of Art 
History’, Journal of Art Historiography, 8, June 2013, pp. 1–10,  
esp. p. 10: ‘…around 1960 Jaromír Neumann, a prominent Marxist- 
Leninist art historian […] mined the late texts by Max Dvořák and 
created a  specific synthesis of the latter’s notion of art history as 
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1960s and 1970s. I  would like, at this point, to question 
a single implicit assumption in her article: namely that in 
the years around 1980 there existed a  plausible alterna-
tive to this methodological mix in the form of a decisive 
Marxist-Leninist takeover of Czech art history, a takeover 
that the regime could direct against traditional Czech art 
historical scholarship. In my opinion, this was – despite 
the utterly depressing atmosphere of Husák’s Prague – 
virtually impossible from the outset and, as we know now, 
simply did not happen.

There is no doubt that some ultra-left zealots in  
the Czech Ministry of Education did their best to de-
stroy the teaching of art history at the Charles University 
by drastically limiting student numbers. There were also 
designs to rename it ‘Marxist Art Theory’ among other 
things. However, these attempts were effectively blocked 
or neutralised, by one overriding problem, aptly captured 
in Stalin’s well-known dictum: ‘cadres decide everything’. 
In contrast to the 1950s, few, if any, fervent adherents of 
Marxism emerged in Czech art history after the crisis  
of 1968–1969. A second obstacle was the fact, that neither 
the Soviet Union nor the Eastern European communist 
countries had, by that time, successfully developed a viable  
Marxist art-historical methodology. This fact was widely 

Geistesgeschichte with Panofsky’s “second iconology”, and intro-
duced the result as a tool for a Marxist historical dialectic approach 
to history. Czech art history thus claimed to achieve a  formalist, 
direct and objective approach to the ideological superstructure of 
past times without any recourse to the social history of art. Such 
paradoxical “Marxism without classes” proved extremely effective 
during the neo-Stalinist period of the 1970–80s, when its predom-
inance assured Czech art historians a relatively sheltered position 
towards political demands’.
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known and thus attempts to impregnate art history with 
Marxism usually ended by bestowing a so called ‘progres-
sive’ Marxist label on traditional art-historical interpreta-
tions and publications.4

In her article Bartlová does discuss the presumed Marx-
ist threat and Marxist offensive in Husák’s Czechoslovakia 
by referring5 to a conference at Charles University in Oc-
tober 1979 bearing the title ‘The Place of Art History in 
the Framework of Social Sciences’ and the ultra-Marxist 
contribution made therein by one Dušan Konečný. Purely 
by chance, I also took part in the conference, having been 
invited to Prague by the celebrated Czech art historian  
Josef Krása and thus I would like to offer my observations 
as an eyewitness.

It is a fact, that during the conference the two leading 
‘Marxist’ art historians in Husák’s Czechoslovakia, the 
abovementioned Slovak Dušan Konečný and the Czech 
Luboš Hlaváček delivered two keynote addresses about 
the necessity of following Marxist art-historical method-
ology. The interesting point was, that on the whole both 
figures functioned more as art critics than as art histori-
ans, thereby positioning themselves partly outside the dis-
cipline proper. The rather obtuse Konečný railed against 
the traditional preoccupation of art historians with his-
torical styles, the somewhat more perceptive Hlaváček  
attempted a  kind of terminological conjuring trick by  
asserting that, in contrast to the ‘dogmatic’ 1950s and the 
‘revisionist’ 1960s, Czechoslovak art history in the 1970s 
had become truly ‘Marxist-Leninist’. 

Both addresses were greeted with silence, and the or-
ganisers earnestly implored me not to indulge in any overt 
polemic. Their public pronouncements were, however, so 
mediocre, that they could neither promote a new meth-
odology, nor serve as a basis for an attempt to tighten the 
screw. Even to the uninitiated observer, it was obvious 
that Konečný and Hlaváček were totally isolated among 
Czech and Slovak art historians. As far as I remember, al-
though I might however have overlooked something, they 
made no attempts to attack other methodological stances 
presented at the conference.

In retrospect, it seems quite clear to me that the con-
ference had been conceived by the organisers as a kind of 
alibi action. I would not rule out the possibility that the 
two ultra-dogmatics, Konečný and Hlaváček, had been 
deliberately set up as a test of their scholarship and their 
eventual public appeal. The proceedings of the confer-
ence were not published, which in itself was highly signif-
icant. In the 1980s, Konečný (who died early in 1983) and 
Hlaváček published incessantly on modern Czechoslovak 
art and even co-authored a mediocre synthetical overview 

4	 See among others the memoirs of the leading official East Ger-
man art historian: P.H. Feist, Hauptstraßen und andere Wege. 
Rückschau eines Kunsthistorikers, Berlin, 2016, passim.

5	 M. Bartlová, ‘Cultivating Its Own Roots’ [as in note 1], p. 92, 
note 5.

of contemporary art in the CSSR.6 Although they might 
have had some adherents among provincial art critics, 
they did not exert any influence on mainstream Czech art 
history.

Here again, I must recall Stalin’s maxim that it is the 
cadres that decide everything. The certain tolerance for 
the traditional practice of the discipline of art history in 
Husák’s Czechoslovakia was not based in programmatic 
statements or by an extraordinary restraint on the part of 
the communist regime. For a variety of reasons, including 
the exigencies of cultural propaganda and tourism, Husák’s 
cultural administration needed the Prague-centred,  
semi-nationalist approach of traditional art history. How-
ever, an important role was also played by the institution-
al clout and manoeuvrings of key front-line figures. Jiří 
Kotalík, for instance, somehow managed to safeguard the 
National Gallery; Josef Krása protected the Institute of Art 
History at the Academy of Sciences; and Vladimír Fiala 
– a somewhat problematic scholar – preserved the Insti-
tute of Art History at Charles University. Although Fiala 
had to acquiesce to a form of hibernation for the univer-
sity institute, he nonetheless protected within it a number 
of important scholars – Jaromír Homolka, Jiří Kropáček, 
and Petr Wittlich – who were evidently much more ac-
complished art historians than he himself. In a somewhat 
guarded conversation, he assured me during the confer-
ence, that the infamous Hlaváček would remain on the 
outer fringes of the Czech art historical establishment.

Often acting in concert, these clever opportunists pro-
tected quite a  large number of ‘bourgeois’ scholars and 
secured crucial institutional continuity for Prague’s insti-
tutes and museums. It was also thanks to them, that the 
two volume Kapitoly z českého dějepisu umění, which on 
the whole tried to ignore, as Bartlová rightly observed, the 
official Marxist ideology, was able to appear in 1986–1987. 
I wish to highlight here – while keeping Bartlová’s article 
firmly in mind – these extraneous factors, since without 
them, our understanding of the evolution of Czech art 
history would remain incomplete.

6	 See their last publication: L. Hlaváček, D. Konečný, and 
B. Stehlíková, Künstler der ČSSR, Dresden, 1989 (1st edition in 
Czech and Slovak, Bratislava–Prague, 1982).


