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Director of the Musée d'Art
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Fabrice Hergott
Curators
Annie Le Brun, writer, in association
with Dr. Annabelle Görgen-Lammers,
Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg and
Dr. Anna Pravdová, National Gallery of
Prague

Successively presented in Prague, Hamburg and Paris, this retrospective of
the œuvre of Toyen (1902–1980) is an opportunity to discover the remarkable
career of a major woman artist, a Surrealist who used painting to call the
image into question. In all 150 works – paintings, drawings, collages and
books from museums and private collections – form an exhibition whose five
parts illustrate and interconnect the high points of a quest totally out of step
with standard approaches.
Born in Prague, Toyen devoted herself to a career systematically at the convergence of
her century's most radical movements. At the heart of the Czech avant-garde, she and
Jindřich Štyrský (1899–1942) founded "Artificialism", claiming total identification
"between painter and poet". Coming in the late 1920s, this movement was a striking
prefiguration of the "lyrical abstraction" of the 1950s. However, Toyen's concern with
the erotic, together with her determination to explore new areas of awareness,
brought her closer to Surrealism. In 1934 she was one of the founders of the Czech
Surrealist movement, and it was then that she became friends with Paul Éluard and
André Breton.
During the Second World War, she hid the young Jewish poet Jindřich Heisler (1914–
1953), while producing impressive series of drawings capturing the horror of the
times. In 1948, refusing the totalitarianism that was taking hold in Czechoslovakia, she
moved to Paris to join Breton and the Surrealist group. Although she took part in all of
its events, she occupied a place apart, pursuing her exploration of the erotic through
the link between desire and representation.
Highly individual in every respect, Toyen constantly denied being a painter, despite
being one of the rare artists to reveal the depth and the subtleties of thinking in
images, a method whose full visionary reach still remains untapped.
The exhibition has been prepared by the Musée d'Art Moderne de Paris in
collaboration with The National Gallery in Prague, and the Hamburger Kunsthalle,
Hamburg.
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Exhibition itinerary
Introduction
In 1919, Prague was the European capital which was then at an equal
distance from Paris, Vienna, Moscow, and Berlin, where everything was
being reinvented: architecture, literature, psychoanalysis, drama,
linguistics… Toyen was 17 years old. She had just left her family to join
the anarchist and communist circles, before attending the School of
Applied Arts, which she rapidly abandoned. Never giving up on her
rebelliousness nor on her dreams, she lived through the century, always
at the junction of the most stirring occurrences, from the avant-gardes
in Central Europe to international Surrealism.
Well before reading the Utopian Charles Fourier, Toyen practised the
absolute divergence that he advocated by deliberately moving away
from well-trodden paths. Singular in everything she did, she always
refused to define herself as a painter, and all the more so as a woman
painter. Like Rimbaud, she was elsewhere. Thus, painting was first a
pretext to venture in the ceaseless ever-changing spheres of
representation, in order to discern the forces that haunt our obscurity
and particularly our amorous night. Refusing to be pigeonholed into any
identity, Toyen led her life as if on a long-distance journey, in which the
currents counted as much as the shores reached. An extraordinary
visual crossing, whose story merged with that of a freedom ina search
for its forms.

Portrait of Marie Čermínová, known as Toyen
© Reproduction Katrin Backes et Sylvain Tanquerel
© ADAGP, Paris 2022
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I – MIRAGES
(1919–1929)
In the middle of the summer of 1922, on the Croatian island of Korčula, Toyen met the young painter Jindřich
Štyrský, also at odds with his family, the teaching of fine arts, and the social order. It was the beginning of a
lifelong collaboration. Back in Prague, they joined the Devětsil group, which was then the melting-pot of the
avant-garde, and participated in all their exhibitions with paintings between purism and constructivism.
Between 1924 and 1929, Toyen and Štyrský travelled in Europe, staying and exhibiting in Paris. Fascinated by
the diversity of shows, circuses, music-halls, fairgrounds… that she discovered there, Toyen created in 1925 a
series of “primitivist” paintings, whose craftsmanship and humour linked them to numerous small erotic
sketches already testifying to a major component of her sensitivity.
In 1926, Toyen and Štyrský defined their joint vision and called it Artificialism, aiming at “inspiring poetic
emotions that are not only optical”. One can see here the foreshadowing, thirty years earlier, of lyrical
abstraction, even though Artificialism differed from it by the subtlety of a “mirror without image”, in which Toyen
and Štyrský asserted “the identification of the painter to the poet”.

Toyen
Les Danseuses (Three dancing girls), 1925
Oil on canvas
77 x 69,5 cm
National Gallery, Prague
© Fotooddělení Národní galerie v Praze
© ADAGP, Paris, 2022

II – THE MAGNETIC WOMAN
(1930–1939)
In the early 1930s, a new violence took hold of Toyen’s space, revealing forms coming from the depths, which
gradually imposed themselves through their sexual power. Without anyone noticing, light gave way to matter.
The flora could be less and less distinguished from the fauna in an inner night that Toyen did not let out of her
sight, so as to see what form could be revealed through the eroticization of what was.
Then she discovered the writings of Sade and his pansexual vision. From 1930 to 1933, she worked alongside
Štyrský, defying censorship with the Erotick revue. She illustrated several texts and published her own drawings,
whose evocative force unveiled the importance that she never stopped attaching to the erotic dimension,
illuminating, beyond increasingly obvious poetical and political affinities, its close connection with Surrealism.
Thus, Toyen was among the founders of the Surrealist Group in Czechoslovakia. Until the end of her life, she
remained loyal to this commitment. Her exceptional work with matter nonetheless led her, from the mid-1930s,
to see the oncoming catastrophe in the primordial forces at work. This is reflected in a premonitory way in her
two series of drawings, Les Spectres du désert (The Spectres of the Desert, 1936-1937) and Seules les crécerelles
pissent tranquillement sur le Décalogue (Only the Kestrels Piss Quietly on the Decalogue, 1939), alongside the
poems of the young Jindřich Heisler.

Toyen
Une nuit en Océanie (Night in Oceania),1931
Oil on canvas
79 x 98,5 cm
© Regional Gallery of Fine Arts in Zlín
© ADAGP, Paris, 2022
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III – CACHE-TOI, GUERRE !
(1939–1946)
As soon as war broke out, Toyen tried to capture its horror, increasingly relying on the rigour of her drawing
skill. She succeeded masterfully with the great cycles entitled Tir (Shooting, 1939-1940) and Cache-toi, guerre !
(Hide Away, War!, 1940-1944). Far from the realistic solutions of committed art, she depicted a world from which
the horizon had disappeared, but in which remained, as surprising revealing signs of the atrocities of the time,
only broken toys and animal spectres, silent witnesses of the innocence and the wonderment that had been
destroyed. It was precisely what Toyen continuously asserted during this period, in the face of all opposition.
Thus, from 1941, while hiding Jindřich Heisler, who was hunted down as a Jew, she wrote with him Depuis les
casemates du sommeil (From the Blockhouses of Sleep) a sequence of “realized poems”, turning against the
calamity of the times as an unforeseeably lyrical offensive.
It was from this viewpoint of intense rebellion that Toyen began to paint again from 1942. As fearsome as her
paintings were then, their very existence bore witness to an equally impressive power of conjuration.
Furthermore, she displayed such a tragic virtuosity that the enigma of representation seemed to have solved
itself within it, from one painting to the next.

Toyen
Dessin du cycle Tir (From the The Shooting Gallery), 1939
India link on paper
31 x 39,5 cm
Private collection
© Photo Katrin Backes et Sylvain Tanquere
© ADAGP, Paris, 2022
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IV – THE DESTINY OF FREEDOM
(1947–1965)
After the exhibition that Breton organized for her in 1947 at the
Denise-Ren Gallery, Toyen decided to go into exile in Paris with
Heisler, in order to escape the Stalinist totalitarianism that,
following on from Nazism, fell upon Central Europe.
Immediately on arrival, they both actively participated in the
creation of Neon, the new surrealist magazine. At the same time,
Toyen once again relied on drawing to circumscribe the sensitive
space in which life could reinvent its marvels. Indeed, with the cycle
Ni ailes, ni pierres: ailes et pierres (Neither Wings nor Stones: Wings and
Stones), 1948 1949, she sought to capture the unnerving moment
when beings and things brush against each other and come
together as fascinating centres of intensity. Rocks, feathers, waves…
arrive in force to unveil, in accordance with novel analogies
between the movements of men and those of nature, the neverbefore-seen spaces of a passionate geometry.

Toyen
Le Mythe de la lumière (The Myth of Light),1946
Oil on canvas
160 x 75 cm
Stockholm, Moderna Museet / Photo Prallan Allsten
Donation from the Friends of Moderna Museet,1970
© Moderna Museet, Stockholm
© ADAGP, Paris, 2022

The re-founding value of this cycle consists in suggesting which
transmutation is at the origin of the overwhelming apparitions that
we are thus witness to, painting after painting. Such is the case
with “sept épées hors du fourreau” (“seven swords out of their
sheath”), vibrant female evocations from 1957, whose power is
directly proportional to that of the revealing metamorphoses of an
“amorous mimetism between the animal, vegetable, and mineral
kingdoms” (Radovan Ivsic). This is the affirmation of an erotics of
analogy, opening as far as the eye can see the landscapes of an
amorous imaginary where the most luxurious theatres of desire
stand between savagery and artifice.
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IV bis – THE SURREALIST
CONSTELLATION

By insistently considering Surrealism as any other avant-garde, it
has been forgotten how decisive a factor friendship was. Without
it, this “sharing of thought”, to which we owe some of the most
fascinating adventures, from automatic writing to the exquisite
corpse, would never have existed. The fact that friendship was
often so passionate explains the violence of the confrontations
and break-ups, but also that the discovery of elective affinities
made it the place where the freedom of some intensified the
freedom of others, spreading out in a constantly evolving
constellation.
Although solitary, Toyen was aware of it more than anyone else, as
she always, from the start, relied on the unpredictability of
collective activity, being then closer to those with whom she
shared a passion for the high seas. Beyond her unfailing
friendship for Štyrský and Heisler, this is proven by the one she
felt for Breton, Tanguy or Péret. As would be the case later on, it is
obvious that friendship was for her the talisman from which she
protected both herself and others from all that diminishes beings
and things. It was this rare light of shared freedom that she
unceasingly brought to the surrealist constellation.

Toyen
Tu t'évapores dans un buisson de cris (You evaporate in a bush of scream), 1956
Oil on canvas
120 x 85 cm
Private collection / Photo Juan Cruz Ibanez
© Private collection
© ADAGP, Paris, 2022
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V – THE NEW WORLD OF LOVE
(1966–1980)
In 1968, Toyen chose to give one of her paintings the title of a hitherto unpublished text by Charles Fourier.
Indeed, the utopia of this “new world of love” met the passionate space that she had unceasingly built up. That
is why it has seemed to us enlightening to present here the paintings of the early 1960s in which this project
was taking shape. Until the decisive stage of 1966 corresponding to the twelve drawings that she asked
Radovan Ivsic to “illustrate” with his texts, eager to know what words might echo what she conceived of like so
many blazons of a new “body of love”.
As a matter of fact, while the consumer society strove to deceive us about the dangerous forces inhabiting us,
Toyen seemed particularly careful not to lose sight of the irreducible night from which passionate wonderment
paradoxically arises. The coincidence of the dates with the up-draught caused by the events of May 1968
reveals the visionary acuteness of her gaze. An acuteness stemming from her rebellious conscience as much as
from her “particularly assured pictorial sense”, that the art critic Charles Estienne compared to the “sense of
sight of a sea bird and a lighthouse keeper”. Each painting therefore opens up onto this “secret chamber
without a lock”, where the indefinable aspect of love, as never before, finds its form.
Her collages, a novelty to which Toyen devoted more and more of her time, can also be linked to this savage
acuteness of sight. Whether with the book Vis-à-vis (Face to Face, 1973), in which she reversed the relationship
between the interior and the exterior, or with some of the eleven collages-masks that she created in 1976 for a
production of the Roi Gordogane (King Gordogane) by Radovan Ivsic, she radicalized the romantic conception of
the fragment, according to which the exaltation of the detail illuminates as if from the inside a totality therefore
still in the making. Hardly anything, or merely an addition, then suffices to turn the collage into the iconic
weapon of a new optics capable to trap reality and unveil its overshadowed horizons.
Whatever she looked at, Toyen showed us the other world that lies within ours. At a time when we are
increasingly imprisoned in a world of interchangeable images, she offers us an opportunity to become aware of
it, if not to escape it.

Toyen
Masks for the stage play of Radovan Ivsic,
Le Roi Gordogane (King Gordogan), 1976
collages, 35 x 25 cm
Private collection, Paris
© Photo Katrin Backes et Sylvain Tanquerel
© ADAGP, Paris, 2022
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Biography
1902
Marie Čermínová is born on September 21st in Prague.
1919-1922
She leaves her family to join the far left and artistic circles.
1922
She meets the young painter Jindřich Štyrský.
1923
Together, they join the avantgarde group Devětsil, whilst she begins to sign herself “Toyen”, a name that she has chosen after
the French word “citoyen” (“citizen”).
1924
She begins to travel to Paris and to stay there.
1925
Departure for Paris with Štyrský for a three-year stay. They are invited to the Art d’aujourd'hui exhibition.
1926
They exhibit at the Galerie d’Art contemporain and create the Artificialism movement.
1927
Exhibition Štyrský and Toyen, introduced by Phillipe Soupault at the Galerie Vavin.
Publication in Prague of Guide to Paris and its environs that Toyen co-signs with Štyrský and Vincenc Nečas.
1929
Back in Prague, great pictorial activity combined with numerous graphic works and the opening with Štyrský of a decoration
workshop.
1930 -1932
Several exhibitions of Toyen and Štyrský in Czechoslovakia and abroad.
FIn 1932
Both of them exhibit during the Poésie 32 show, showcasing in Prague modern Czech art alongside works by international
artists, mostly surrealists (Ernst, Tanguy, Dalí, Miró, Giacometti…).
1934
March 21st: alongside Štyrský, Toyen is among the founders of the Surrealist Group in Czechoslovakia.
1935
Early April: arrival in Prague of André Breton and Paul Éluard. Two months later, in Paris, Toyen and Štyrský meet Benjamin
Péret, Yves Tanguy, Max Ernst, Salvador Dalí, Claude Cahun, Joan Miró, Man Ray…
1937-1938
Period of intense creativity.
1939
March 15th: the German troops invade Bohemia and Moravia. The Surrealist Group in Czechoslovakia goes underground.
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1941
Until the end of the war, Toyen will hide the young poet Heisler, hunted down as a Jew.
1942
March 21st: death of Jindřich Štyrský.
1945
After the Liberation, major retrospective exhibition of Toyen at the Topič Salon in Prague.
1947
To escape the totalitarian evolution of the Czechoslovakian Communist Party, Toyen and Heisler decide to go into exile in
Paris.
1948 - 1952
They are party to all the events of the surrealist group.
1953
January 3rd: sudden death of Heisler, at the age of 39.
First French monograph about Toyen published by the Éditions Sokolova.
1955-58
Solo exhibitions.
1959
Participates in Eros, the International Exhibition of Surrealism in Paris.
1965
New enlarged edition of Surréalisme et la Peinture (Surrealism and Painting) by André Breton (Éditions Gallimard) in which ten
paintings and several drawings by Toyen are reproduced.
1966
September 28th: death of André Breton.
1969
Suspension of the surrealist movement.
1972
Toyen pursues her collective activity with the Éditions Maintenant created by Radovan Ivsic.
1974
Toyen, a monograph published by the Éditions Filipacchi.
1980
November 9th: Toyen dies in Paris. She is buried in the Batignolles Cemetery.
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Visitor informations
MUSÉE D’ART MODERNE DE PARIS

Postal address
11, Avenue du Président Wilson, 75116 Paris
Tel. 01 53 67 40 00
www.mam.paris.fr
Public transport
Metro : Alma-Marceau ou Iéna (line 9)
Bus : 32 / 42 / 63 / 72 / 80 / 92
Velib’s bike stations : 4 rue de Longchamp ; 4 avenue Marceau ; place de la reine Astrid ; 45 avenue
Marceau ou 3 avenue Bosquet
Bike : Bicycle parking spaces are available in front of the museum entrance.
RER C : Pont de l’Alma (line C)

Opening hours
Tuesday-Sunday, 10am - 6pm (last entry 5:15pm)
Closed Monday and some public holidays
Open late : Thurday 9.30pm
Admission
Full rate : 13 €
Reduced rate : 11 €
Free for under 18
The exhibition is accessible to people with motor disabilities and reduce mobility.
No-queue tickets : www.mam.paris.fr
Wearing a surgical face mask is recommended.
Press Officer
Maud Ohana
maud.ohana@paris.fr
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Paris Musées
THE NETWORK OF MUSEUMS OF THE
CITY OF PARIS
United since 2013 under the Paris Musées banner, the City of Paris museums
and heritage sites are home to collections as remarkable for their diversity as
for their quality. In a gesture of outreach visitor services have been upgraded,
more attractive entrance fees introduced for temporary exhibitions, and
special provision made for visitors unfamiliar with this kind of cultural context.
The permanent collections (which are free*), the temporary collections and
the varied cultural activities drew 3 million visitors in 2018. By consulting the
Paris Musées website you can keep up to date on what’s happening at the
museums, get acquainted with the collections, and prepare your visit:
parismusees. paris.fr

THE PARIS MUSÉES PASS
VISIT WHEN AND WHERE YOU LIKE !
The Paris Musées Pass means unlimited, no-queue access to all temporary
exhibitions in the 14 City of Paris museums, together with special prices for
museum activities, reductions in the bookshops, boutiques, cafés and
restaurants, and advance information on museum events. More than 16,000
people are currently holders of the Paris Musées Pass.
All information: Museum reception or :
www.parismusees. paris.fr
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