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In the Dimness of the Cathedral

Bust of Charles IV in the axis of the lower (inner) triforium
Gelatin silver contact print, 16.3 � 12.2 cm

Bust of Elizabeth of Pomerania in the axis of the lower (inner) triforium
Gelatin silver contact print, 16.6 � 12.1 cm

Choir chapel of St. John the Baptist 
with the tomb of Bořivoj II and the “Jerusalem Candelabra”

Gelatin silver contact print, 12.2 � 14.7 cm

A note on the archive

The photographs selected here have so far been hidden 
from the eyes of the general public and have been removed 
from the archive for the first time. They are the original 
positives that Sudek prepared in his studio in Újezd. They 
have returned here from the place where they have been 
kept in the Photo Archive of the Institute of Art History, 
Czech Academy of Sciences. The photographs displayed  
here include both final copies labelled by the photographer 
and various working versions and contact prints. Among 
other exhibits, the exhibition presents examples of Sudek’s 
work with the objects he photographed and various alterna-
tive results and tests of the positive process. Photographs 
of Collin’s mausoleum and the sandstone busts of the wives 
of Charles IV are also displayed in alternative views and 
positive versions that have been preserved in the collection. 
Thus at the same time the exhibition enables us to glimpse 
the essence of the archive, which after the photographer’s 
death transforms the work into a collection of items whose 
classification and inventorying changes as the years pass, 
and which lives in a new way through an archive.

Katarína Mašterová

Accompanying programme

26/07  5pm guided tour of the exhibition with the curators, 
guest Mariana Dufková

30/08  5pm guided tour of the exhibition with the curators, 
guest Taťána Petrasová

“… it was necessary that the rays of light could 
diffuse throughout the interior space of the church, 
from the choir to the entrance, and not encounter 
any obstacle; the whole building thus became 
a symbol of mystical creation.” (Georges Duby)

The rise of the Gothic cathedral in the Middle Ages was 
closely linked to the theological writings of Dionysius the 
Areopagite. This mystical theology is concerned with the 
central theme of light, which was later incorporated in a rad-
ical way into the construction of the architecture of Gothic 
cathedrals, that “magical artistic organism”, which became 
a material symbol of the way towards the original, uncre-
ated light. The incorporation of the visible light from the sun 
into the architecture of these cathedrals, including Prague’s 
St. Vitus Cathedral, became a condition for communicating 
a multi-layered theology, intensified by the (originally con-
tinuous) celebration of the liturgy inside them.

The vision of Josef Sudek (1896—1976) is linked 
to this theological understanding of a cathedral as a “con-
centration of the universe”. The photographer portrays 
this magnificent work as a devoted recorder of light, by 
using the light itself — the medium through which all the 
messages, functions, forms, and metaphysics of the build-
ing are channelled. This year’s double celebration of the 
anniversaries of the photographer’s birth and death is thus 
set in the dimness of a cathedral, out of which flash rays 
of light, captured in an instant, on their pilgrimage through 
a mystical reliquary. The cathedral, formerly a living casket 
of light with predominantly spiritual functions, today a pu-
rified, nationally symbolic monument from the 19th and 20th 
centuries with transformed functions, reveals in Sudek’s 
photographs the theological content that was long ago 
placed within it.

“It was amazing there, the magic of the coloured light. 
For the rays passed through those windows and 
those violet shades outside. And the sun showed it-
self perhaps for only a minute and then disappeared. 
And it did not return until perhaps the autumn, if it 
was springtime, and then disappeared again. I wrote 
down somewhere, how the tombstones that were 
right at the back on the opposite side, where the 
kings lie, how the light sped towards them from the 
windows in front, right through the whole church. It 
only lasted an instant.” (Josef Sudek)

Josef Sudek maintained a keen interest in St. Vitus Cathedral 
throughout his career and photographed it over many years. 
The collection of photographs displayed here documents the 
work of a mature artist, who examines in a systematic but at 
the same time sophisticated way various dimensions of the 
cathedral organism — overall views of the interior, corners 
emerging out of the dimness with stone tombstones or a mo-
saic depicting the donors, now covered over, a modern tomb, 
objects from the cathedral treasury, wrought-iron grilles… 
Before Sudek’s camera the different faces of the cathe-
dral — both graceful and mishapen — are awakened by the 
touch of a sunbeam, or remain undisturbed in the harmony 
of the diffused light. “A statue is a living thing and must be 
photographed like a living thing.” (Josef Sudek). Just as the 
cathedral is “a play of light that radiates out gradually”, so, 
in a figurative sense, Sudek’s work can be understood as 
mediating this reality on the borderline of the visible and the 
invisible, as a meta-language of light.

“Do you know why [Sudek’s photographs] are 
so amazing? Because what they contain cannot 
be said in any other way. Not even in a poem.” 
(František Hrubín, a Czech poet, in conversation 
with Karel Dvořák)

Josef Sudek  
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An exhibition of photographs from the collections  
of the Institute of Art History, Czech Academy of Sciences

www.udu.cas.czCurators of the exhibition: 
Vojtěch Lahoda, 
Katarína Mašterová

The opening will be accompanied by selected pieces 
of organ music from St. Vitus Cathedral, introduced 
by the musicologist Tomáš Slavický.



View of the cathedral interior from under the arch of the western gallery
Gelatin silver contact print, 17.9 � 12.9 cm
c. 1938 — c. 1944 (all photographs)

Mascaron in the lower (inner) triforium
Gelatin silver contact print, 11.2 � 16.4 cm

Console with a motif of a crescent moon in the choir behind the main altar
Gelatin silver contact print, 16.8 � 12 cm

Gisant of  Břetislav II in the chapel of St. John the Baptist, detail of the severed head
Gelatin silver contact print, 17.1 � 12.2 cm

Royal Mausoleum by Alexander Colin of Mechelen in the axis of the cathedral’s choir, view from the east
Gelatin silver contact print, 11 � 11.1 cm to 13 � 18 cm


