
 

Miroslav Tichý  
(Czech,  1926 -  2011)

Biography 

Original ly  a student at  Prague's Academy of  Fine Arts ,  Miroslav 
T ichý  was regarded as a promising modernist  painter.  However,  with 
the establ ishment of  Communist  rule in 1948,  the authorit ies ins isted 
that students conform to Social  Real ist  sty les.  T ichý  refused, leaving 
the academy, though the regime kept him under survei l lance and 
made several  attempts to "rehabi l i tate" him, including forcing br ief  
stays in psychiatr ic  faci l i t ies.  In the 1950s,  T ichý  shi f ted his  focus to 
photography,  creat ing an array of  crude homemade cameras.  His  
hometown became his  studio,  with female f igures as his  pr imary 
subjects,  much l ike in a tradit ional  l i fe-drawing class.  

Using his  homemade cameras,  the enigmatic Czech art ist  
photographed women around Kyjov,  Czech Republ ic ,  for  many years.  
Between the 1950s and 1986,  T ichý  took thousands of  discreet 
photographs in and around the town. Known for  his  disheveled 
appearance and eccentr ic  l i festy le,  locals  regarded him as a 
harmless oddity,  though his  work can be seen as a subtle act  of  
def iance against  the total i tar ian regime. 

Harald Szeemann, the f i rst  curator to show an interest  in T ichý,  
noted,  “The more you look,  the less naïve i t  becomes;  when you 
l isten to what he says,  he clear ly  enjoys breaking al l  the rules,  
without car ing about the outcome.” 

Despite aspir ing to tradit ional  photographic values l ike composit ion 
and contrast ,  imperfect ions were central  to T ichý ’s  work.  “The f laws 
are part  of  i t ,”  he said.  “That’s  the poetry.  To achieve that,  you need 
a bad camera.” He bui l t  h is  devices f rom scrap mater ia ls  l ike 
cardboard tubes and t in cans,  sealed with tar,  and powered by 
bobbins and dressmaker’s  elast ic .  He crafted lenses f rom plexiglass 
and even made his  own telephoto lens.  His  negatives were often 
marred by dust  or  processing errors.  After  pr int ing,  he would tr im 
the images,  draw l ines to emphasize contours,  decorate the borders,  
and mount his  favor i te images on cardboard.  Christ ie’s  special ist  
Amanda Lo Iacono noted, “These chance encounters,  f leet ing 
moments captured on f i lm, have a dist inct  Baudelairean charm. What 
captivates us today is  how T ichý  embodied the quintessent ial  
f lâneur,  blending his  art  with his  way of  l i fe.” 



In 2005,  T ichý ’s  work won the New Discovery Award at  the Arles 
photography fest ival .  His  l i fe and art ist ic  approach have inf luenced 
notable art ists  such as Thomas Ruff ,  Jonathan Meese,  Fischl i  & 
Weiss,  and musician Michael  Nyman. Roman Buxbaum, a former 
neighbor,  establ ished the T ichý  Oceán Foundation to promote his  
work,  helping to secure exhibit ions at  prest igious venues l ike the 
Pompidou Centre in Par is  and the Kunsthaus Zur ich.  

T ichý ’s  reputat ion continued to r ise,  part icular ly  with a 2009 solo 
exhibit ion at  New York's  Internat ional  Center of  Photography,  his  
f i rst  in North America,  which was t i t led after  the documentary 
*Miroslav T ichý :  Tarzan Ret ired*.  

T ichý  had l i t t le interest  in preserving or organiz ing his  work.  For 
years,  he left  his  photographs scattered around his  home, unt i t led 
and uncatalogued. This  changed in 1981 when Roman Buxbaum 
returned from exi le in Switzer land and began col lect ing and 
preserving T ichý 's  work.  “For a long t ime, I  was the only person he 
shared his  photographs with,” Buxbaum recal led.  “We would go 
through them together,  and he would give me this  one or that one,  
based on what I  l iked.” 

Buxbaum's efforts  to gain wider recognit ion for  T ichý  culminated in 
the 2004 release of  the documentary *Miroslav T ichý :  Tarzan 
Ret ired*.  That same year,  Harald Szeemann entered T ichý ’s  work into 
the Biennial  of  Contemporary Art  in Sevi l le,  l ikening his  sty le to that 
of  German photoreal ist  painter  Gerhard Richter.  The fol lowing year,  
T ichý ’s  work won the New Discovery Award at  Ar les.  

T ichý  passed away in 2011 at  the age of  84,  but his  art  cont inues to 
provoke quest ions about content,  form, and the process of  creat ion.  

"The f laws are part  of  i t ,  that 's  the poetry" 
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