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The story of the Cobra art movement Is a classic one: In an ung d 3 new ge
tion of px , poets and ded In to their work. They gained
a degree of approval, a certain number of admirers and had little choice but to support each
other. At first, they were reviled by art critics and the public: ‘Is this art? How dare they call that
art? it's primitive. Like the drawings of a child or a lunatic. And theye all Communists, you know!

The 's th Ci Christian D and Asger Jorn,
were Indeed Influenced by the Ideas of Karl Marx. Before the emergence of Cobra, the so-called

le van le k s [l | for E: | Artists], Europe

and Its art lay In mm Each of the artists who raised the Cobra banner In the turbulent post-
war years responded flercely and y to this Carl Jung said that an
artist's ‘handwriting” was the most direct expression of the human psyche - one that reveals
thelr unconscious stirrings. Many Cobra members were Indeed devotees of Jung, yet most of
all they loathed a Wi culture founded on Reason. While they had all come through the
Second World War, they had been deeply scarred by It and were under no Illusions about what
human beings were of. Art was ketad by outdated rules and
The artists were each looking, In thelr own way, for a new, and Indelibl

The critics were right: Cobra paintings really were p gly childish, even.
‘Was this deliberate? The very colours they used seemed second rate. And to make matters
worse, they smeared their garish primary tones almost formlessly over the canvas. Many

hib gt were shocked, just as they no doubt would have been by the Action Painting
that was emerging In America at roughly the same time as a mode of expression by the likes of
Jackson Pollock.

The cross—bordef aspect of the Cobra movement was also largely unique for the time:

C h A dam - CoBrA. Freakish though their alliance might have seemed,
n realnythebmdbetweentheammwas faithful to a time-

forged chiefly In Paris. The seven-headed also the nags, the y
part-human, part-snake often found and pi g the Buddh

The fact that the artists did not wish to work h lly was a
while their lack of specialisation was In their nature: some were poets who pamed others were
painters who wrote poetry. They also took photographs and sculpted, and used junk to create
all kinds of b Some even d the I mural together. As Lucebert put it
in one of his poems:

In this time, what was always called

beauty has scorched beauty’s face




Asg they pursued thelr personal handwriting, the Cobra artlsts created a style with a language
all thelr own - one based, Incidentally, on & primitive alphabet, sssuming that ‘primitive’ Is not
understood pejoratively. Cobra was all about returning to the source. it drew on authentic
forms of folk art, Eastern calligraphy, occult symbols, rock drawings, what was referred to at
the time as “Megro Art’, and other forms of primal expression. But it wes perhaps children's
drawings that were the greatest source of Inspiration, especially In terms of colour and form.
Such drawings undoubtedly bubbled up from them spontaneously, like old memories reborn
In powerful colours out of the deepest obscurity.

The sheer number of artists who belonged to the movement tells us that they were all
expressing the same air du temps — and for all thelr apparent carelessness, they did so with
Immense precision. No matter how different Cobra’s artists might have been, what they had In
common was the way they Intuited and recorded colours and emotions in an entirely Innovative
way - and with unprecedented brutality. It would trigger a profound generational conflict ‘How
dare they use the world of the child to daub over the serious Intent of previous generations?

In Its purest form, Cobra was not destined to survive for long as an artists’ collective or style.
The group fell apart after a few years, not least because of the quashing, In the esarly T980s, of
post-war utoplanism as the Cold War brought a new chill. Yet Cobra had awakened something
fundamental in everyone who belonged to the group, as well as In the generations that followed.
Art became more spontanecus and broke out of its conventional straitjacket. Virtually all the
erstwhile Cobra members went off in different directions after 1951, some more successiully
than others. It is than up to history to decide whather the movement added anything substan-
tive to art In the second half of the twentieth century.

Why collect Cobra art?

Curlosity Is an iImportant motive for collecting modem and contemporary art. The Cobra move-
ment leaps out In this respect, with what were, at the time, entirely new and powerful forms of
expression In the o403 and early Tas0s, Cobra was the only fully-fledged, contemporaneous
European response to American Abstract Expressionism and Actlon Painting.

The movement's farerunners prior to and during the Second World War included the Danish
painter and art theorist Ejler Billz and his compatriot Egill Jacobsen. The latter had expressad
his fury at the German Invaslon of Czechoslovakia In the work Ophobning [Accumulation],
resorting to splatters, dripping and proliferating smears of paint to evoke the Inwardly lucid
Individual who finds himself surrounded by temifying and irresistible forces. Carl-Henning
Pedersen was another forerunner as well as a highly accomplished poet. In roughly the same
period, he painted masks and seemed to delight in the fantasy world of the child. The result
was an extremely personal and mysterious world of fable, shrouded during the war years
In sombre reds, flerce greens and menacing blues. Once the conflict was over, his palette
brightenad to include whites and yellows. After the war, It was a certain Asger Jirgensen
whao took the lead. Shortening his name to Asger Jorn, he forged contacts with fellow artists:

abroad, including the Dutchman Constant Nisuwenhuys. This ultimately led to the founding of
the pournal Colbra, which for several years provided the movement with a legitimate platform.

Another of Cobra's forerunners was undoubtedly the Le Havre-bom Jean Dubuffet.

The Frenchman's wild style (which Included incorporating broken glass and asphalt In his
paintings) offered a powerful prelude to the brutality of Cobra. Dubuffet, too, was Inspired by
the drawings of chikdren, people with mental Ilinesses, and prisoners. He built up a substantial
collection of their work, for which he coined the name Art brut to describe their shared style.
The bright and spontaneously bolsterous blue, red, yellow and green colour patterns we see In
Dubuffet mean that he ia rightly regarded as one of the grandfathers of Cobra.

Cobra's Importance Nes not only in 1ts brutal splattening of colour and almost rudimentary
expression of emotions, but aleo in the reception of its visual language. A telling 1llustration
Is provided by a ssemingly trivial Incident In January 1o950, when a mural entitled “Vragende
kinderen’ [Questioning Children] in the canteen of the then City Hall In Amsterdam was hidden
behind a false wall and papered over. The Dutch artist Karel Appel had painted it the previous
year, having been Inepired by the dozens of children he had seen begging In German raflway
stations after the war. Rarely has a work of art sparked such debate. Journalists lampooned It,
councll staff declared that they would no longer eat In the canteen, and visitors were mostly
united In their opinion that the work marred the walls. So, despite the protests of his fellow
artists, Appel's mural disappeared behind the wallpaper for ten years. Questioning Children
illustrates both the social and political engagement of several of the artists affilated with
Cobra, a stance that ultimately fed Into the student protests and strikes of May 62, among
other things. Parallels with Cobra can alse be found In the work of the contemporary Belglan
artists Jan Fabre and Wim Delvoye.

This undeniable generatienal conflict and accompanying break with the past aroused the
curlosity of art lovers, encouraging them to investigate and collect Cobra. Many of the group's
artists were strong personalities and, like Asger Jorn, clung doggedly to Cobra's original enengy.
Jomn turned down a prestigious award from MoMa In New York, for Instance, as he falled to
understand how the despest stirmings of his soul could possibly qualify for a prize.

The war had npped people’s souls apart. Beauty had turned to rubble. Culture and politics
had been lumped together. Many had shown their true face, stripped of the veneer of civilisa-
thon. Yet an unprecadented optimism arose from the same rulns. The time was ripe and pailnters
were more perceptive than ever. A shared feeling emerged, a remarkable togetherness. it would
culminate in Cobra and, within a few short years, in other styles and forms of expression, exu-
berant or gentle, each according to the artist's own nature. It s not the subject matter in Cobra
that screams out, but the colours; not beauty that appeals to the Imagination, but the primal
Images. Cobra's poetry was childlike, Its monsters the terrors of children. Cobra i never entirely
dane, not even In your despest stirmings. There is ahways something to discover in Cobira. It never
grows dull. And Cobra often awakens the child in us too. The movement contalned the stem
cells, as It were, that have since proliferated in many medes of contemporary art to form some-
thing untouchably tangible. Which s why, to us, Cobra represents the art of intultion.
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COBRA: INVITATION
TO ADEGUSTATION

PAUL HUVENNE

This book Is Intended as a tasting session. Like a visit to a fine wine cellar. For those who are new
to Cobra, It offers a solid and th: gh di to the For the 8
however, it will be a of intense appr and an to apply your knowledge
and discernment because what we serve up In this publication Is of the very highest quality.
We have not set out to be exhaustive or to present the kind of encyclopaedic survey you

might expect from a formal course. The alm Is rather to showcase the pleasure that Is to be had
from this work. Our hope Is to draw the reader/viewer into the unique experience that Cobra
artists had In mind for their public - with the same sense of artistic joy and freedom, free from

any whiff of ok or (] p The that
prompted this project arose from within just such an h By looking gh the same
eyes as the collectors Karine Van den Heuvel and Fernand Huts, you will discover how that
collection came about and how to exp Cobrassa and poetic 1l Their

story shows that the Cobra movement Is still very much alive In contemporary art circles.
For my part, | intended this book, this experience, to map out the anarchic history of Cobra.
Its story Is expertly retold In a series of essays, each time from a different, specific angle. A little

like a novel In which the same event Is d In hap by a diffi
each time.
Johan Pas uncovers the stories of the Cobra artists gh their own Hilde

de Bruljn explains how their subject matter motivated them. Piet Thomas links them with thelr
Irterary contemporaries, and Piet Boyens examines the Cobra legacy through to the present day.
Their contributions can be read In any order, on your The same y
goes for the biographies of the twenty-two Cobra artists whose work Is Included In the collec-
tion, mini-monographs that outline the artists’ highly varied contribution to the movement.
Some of them - Dotremont, Alechinsky, Tahirl and Ped: for - d loyal to
Cobra throughout their lives, whereas others, such as Appel or Claus, viewed their involvement
as one stage in thelr artistic careers. We i Jorn, Appel, D and
Alechinsky with Cobra, but It Is fascinating to learn how many others were also Involved.

Most of all, h , this book f on th itself, with some two hundred
works. The p of 1g Is helgl d by a series of box texts authored by true Cobra
experts: Laura Stamps looks at Haan [Cock] by Constant, Shinkichi Tapri's Sentinelle and
Torso by Henry Heerup... and for some added seasoning, several iconic Cobra themes are
explored in more depth: Naoml Meulemans writes about the myth of spontaneity, while
| discuss the origin of the name ‘Cobra’, the bird motif, the snake motif and the legendary
hospitality with which the movement Is assoclated.

Anyone wishing to th fves In the will find several metres’ worth of
reading matter on the bookshelf. This will inevitably bring you to Willemijn Stokvis® standard
work on the history of Cobra - her doctoral thesis, which first appeared In book form In 1974




She continued to update and Improve this, her life's work, throughout her career. If you start
with her book, you are well advised to look at Cobra's magazine too, as well as related publi-
cations such as Le Petit Cobra, Le Tout Petit Cobra, and the many pamphlets and other printed

matter. A great deal of original material can be found in The Phoebus F -3

some of which can also be consulted in the form of reprints and facsimiles. They plunge you
ight into the of the early Cobra period and reveal, for Instance, that the move-

ment was much broader than the visual arts alone. Cobra was the lovechild of Surrealism and

also sums up just about everything to do with Modk F g In the fi of the

Russian avant-garde, the movement was eager to demolish the b the various art

forms. Cobra magazine thus featured a blend of poetry, reports,

of yart, comics and ph The was also p

to film and Jazz music. The Cobra world was too h , to be shoeh d Into a

manifesto, too hospitable to turn in on itself. Wayward, liberated and provocative, the group
cast aside all the bourgeols values that had led to a falling new order. It set Its face against
and the doclle good manners assoclated with them. In that
respect, Cobra was a precursor of the Dutch Provo movement and of May '68.

To anyone with a ge of Cobras and Itis p to see how
curators over the years have reduced the art-h | i of the in their
and logues to a simple grouping within the visual arts, even if we have to
admit that the by these and figures - poets, writers,
critics, p was stormy and chaotic, and that Its offshoots and
collaborations continued long after the group had officially called it quits. The ceramic adven-
tures In for or D and Nolret's exhibition Cobra et aprés (et méme

avant). Un panorama graphique [Cobra and After (and Even Before): A Graphic Panorama).
It is also striking that Cobra has been appropriated all too often within a national context,
even though the movement was globalised before the term even existed and embraced many

more nationalities than Its acronym name suggested. In D for Cobra b
Danish. Due not only to the role that Asger Jorn played In the group’s creation, but also very
much to the way the group went on t the Danish land: In the Netherland:
meanwhile, Cobra and Karel Appel das of Dutch 1

Any number of with and have merely

the trend. It took a while for the Belglan branch of Cobra to reach its full potential, despite the
fact that Dotremont - creator of the CoBrA acronym - had initially managed the entire organi-
sation; long after the group had broken up, he was still paying off its debts. In the end, though,
D too the he deserved. Together with Alechinsky, the group's
only survivor, he constantly pointed out that Cobra was more than a style, it was an attitude:
something that punk rockers In the late 70s and beyond could readily identify with.

An open art; the Xp to which inter-
action with the material pushes and seduces the maker; the easy sense of casual togetherness
In the creative moment. Cobra Is what you do. Cobra Is what you are. That's the feeling this book
wants to evoke In the reader/viewer.

It will not come as a thata so fo d on I and on the p
of making was not readily und dbya to whom | art was the be-all
and end-all. Cobra seems to have out of thy of yart in

recent decades. Yet a visit to the richly stocked collection of The Phoebus Foundation Instantly
makes clear just how relevant Cobra remains today.
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Intarnationaf Art, 2013
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Nowhere Is Cobra more aptly presented than In the little room that the artist Frank Maleu set
up In 2012 for the ‘Museum to Scale x/7" - an Initiative of Ronny Van de Velde - which you
can visit at A u y's city Maleu used twenty-five cartoonish, polychrome
figurines — each going wild in its own biotope - to offera survey of modern art from
the vantage point of Sigmund Freud's waiting room. You can spot Vincent van Gogh, Pablo
Picasso, Salvador Dali and Marcel Duch all identified by a ch:

While the big names of Modernism do their best to steal the show, the Cobra crew sit on
a little bench In a corner at the back.+ Freud ignores them, as the screaming Edvard Munch is
an even more desperate case. For their part, the panicking Cobra members are caught in the
stranglehold of a giant snake. The viewer recognises a neat parody of the Laocodn group - the
Hellenistic sculpture that held Western academic art In its grip for centuries.” (Only a pedant
would point out that cobras bite their prey rather than constricting it) The little group captures,
ata glance, so much of what the Cobra P a mil in the history of

dern art; an of p an gled story, which
Christian Dotremont once called a ‘train wreck”.? Cobra Is the irresistible hand dragging its
members to thelr destiny, before ultimately suffocating them in a chaotic mess or, to quote
Dotremont again, a farce.* A shared adventure that needs to be kept in perspective and in
which humour Is never far away. Cobra was always funny, even when things got serious.
Looking at Maileu's Cobra-Laocobn group, we immediately recognise the painters Karel Appel,
Pierre Alechinsky and Asger Jorn. You might wonder why he chose these particular artists.
Why Alechinsky, for instance, where you might expect D ? But these three
are immediately recognisable and, as pars pro toto, neatly rep: the overall

Cobra was founded on 8 November 1948 In a room at the café-hotel Notre-Dame on the
corner of the Rue Saint-Jacques In Paris. The Dane Asger Jorn (1914-1973), the Belglans
Christian Dotremont (1922-1979) and Joseph Nolret (1927-2012), and the Dutch artists
Constant (Nieuwenhuys) (1920-2005), Karel Appel (1921-2006) and Corneille (1922-2010)
agreed to end D 'S La cause était entendue [The Case was Decided).
And that was that: A few days later, Dotremont came up with the name Cobra (also written
CoBrA and COBRA), as an acronym for COpenhagen, BRussels and Amsterdam. It proved
to be a very strong logo.© Dx 's friend Al y was not there at the very beginning
but joined the group as a kind of D’Artagnan to their Three Musketeers. It is thanks to him,
perhaps, that Cobra did not end up slipping through the cracks of the collective memory.

Cobra was short-lived: the movement disbanded In x951. For many of its members it was
Just a phase In thelr career, from which they would later distance themselves, as Appel put it
bluntly In his interviews with Simon Vinkenoog. When Jorn ended up In the sanatorium In
Silkeborg, depressed and ill, he came to the bitter conclusion that ‘the artistic venture we
called COBRA had produced a splintered wreck...””Yet no one summed up the hangover of
Cobra better than the Flemish author Hugo Claus In his 1993 poem COBRA? in which he
looked back on the events years afterwards, just as Maleu had done In his peepshow.

Cobra: never went away Poaul Huvenne 4l



COBRA

Was it a hot time back then?
Had the unending world become malleable
after the food shortages?

The golden ratio was despised,
ywastr L o

gnomes popping up everywhere in shaky

scratches, doubled-up lines,

bumping Into each other and crowing,

spattered with Prussian blue,

all with the black-rimmed eyes

of the Cow Goddess.

Playing at rapturous Incarnation.

e hall

Until there were too many animals grazing,
too many morons mooing,

too many idiots painting with their toes.
The Bird Goddess saw and she commanded
that you should eat your dreams.

And so you did. You became a part

of the world’s cake.

You kept painting the scarecrow

on the otherwise deserted playground.

From Hugo Claus, De Sparen,
Amzterdam, 1943, p. 26.
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Yet not all the movement's former members looked back on their Cobra adventure quite so
damningly. The Danes, for Instance, kept the faith. Jom and C by contrast, gradually
headed off in an entirely different direction after xgsx. Corneille sold his soul and ultimately
converted to Pop Art. Appel went on to do other things, but he never shed his Cobra attitude.
In an attempt to recuperate some of the (and fi I ) that Cobra had
enjoyed, Dotremont revived the movement in 1956 with his exhibition Cobra aprés Cobra at
Galerie Taptoe In Brussels and the exhibition Cobra et aprés (et méme avant). Un panorama
graphique [Cobra and After (and Even Before): A Graphic P ], which he organised in
collaboration with Noiret in 1962. The work of his friend Alechinsky, the longest surviving of
them all, Is permeated by the idea of Cobra to this day. When Dotremont was given his retro-
spective in New York In 1978, thirty years after Cobra, he wondered whether, In all those years,

there had been another with such | artistic that had been as
firmly anchored in social reality. In his view, the fact that the group had broken up meant, para-
doxically, that Cobra could remain itself: young, sp and d. That it had

no need to stage a comeback, since It never went away.

So it was that many of the former members became friends for life, and reunited years later
to do all sorts of things in the true spirit of Cobra. This Is how Dotremont came to work with
the Dane Mogens Balle on his quatre-mains in 1962, 1963 and 1969. The collaboration between
Alechinsky and Dotremont was shown, meanwhile, at the 1972 Venice Blennale, and they
worked together again In 1976 on a plece for the Anneessens underground rallway station
In Brussels.? For their part, Claus and Alechinsky collaborated In 1995 on a work that can be
seen at Antwerp U y's Middelh

In the meantime, the movement carved out Its place In the art-historical canon. Cobra Is
represented Internationally In just about every high-profile collection and museum of modern
art. D ark has its Jorn M in Silkeborg and the Carl-Henning Pedersen & Else Alfelts
Museum In Herning, and there Is a Cobra M inA h In the Netherlands. But there
are also significant Cobra clusters In various museums of modern and contemporary art,

luding the L M of Modern Art in Humlebsk, thirty-five kil from
Copenhagen, the Stedelijk M InA dam and the Stedelijk M in Schiedam,
near Rotterdam. Works by the Belglan chapter of Cobra can be found in the Royal Museums
of Fine Arts In Brussels and the SM.AK_ in Ghent. Outside Europe, there Is a Cobra Collection
& Research Center at the NSU Art M: in Fort La , Florida, and fi
ensembles of Cobra art can also be seen at MoMA In New York.

How it all started

Nowadays, Cobra Is inter lly regarded as an important catalyst in the history of art.
With French as its working language, It was virtually the last truly European movement within
Mod: as devel meant that the United States took over from the Oid

Continent at this point as the pre-eminent international cultural centre. What happened sub-
sequently In Europe In the 19508 seems more like a prelude to postmodern conceptualism -
a local flurry compared to the hurricane of activity in New York. Karel Appel, who sensed all
this better than anyone, converted to US-g! Ab Exp via an at
Martha Jackson's New York gallery as early as 1954, the very moment he was producing his
most iconic Cobra work.=

Karei Appal

Vogel [Brdl 1954

Od on canvaz, 79 = 114 cm
The Phosbus Foundation,
Antwerp
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— HUGOD CLAUS

writer developed a taste for Existentialism
and Surrealism and got to know experimental
poets such as Simon Vinkenoog, with whom he
comesponded for years. But Claus also drew
and painted and, as & member of Cobra, did
a0 unmistakably using the vocabulary of fan-
tastical, hybrid creatures that was so typlcal
of the group. He also produced surrealist
collages with women as the central motif

In the early Tegos, Claus shared a studio
with Appel and Cornaille In Parts. His friends
Inupred him and they embarked on joint

Lrﬂ‘log'aphabymet:mnal(ywe
Imludedhlnpuen
VONT Van proces [h\‘lﬂlm‘l Duepm]and
drawings by Appel in De biljde en onvoarzfens
week [The Joyous and Unforeseen Weekl
Claus made saveral paintures-mots or word-
paintings with Dotremont. He also joinad the
Vijftigers poetry movement, to which his friend
Vinkenoog belonged and of which Lucebert
was the leading figure. It was from the latter
that he adopted his anti-rationalism and Irony.

Claus became chose friends with some
of the Cobra artists, but over the years he
Increasingly distanced himself from the mowve-
ment. He looked back ironically on the Cobra
period In his 1988 novel Een zachte vernieling
[& Gentle Destruction], while in his poem
COBRA from the Taga collection De Sporen
[Traces] he took the group to task for its
casual experimentation: ‘Was It a hot time
back then?'

In T853, Claus travelled to Rome, where
Elly was acting in a number of films. They
returned to Belglum two years later, sattled
In Ghent and got mamried. He published
De Oostakkerse gedichten [The Dostakker
Poems], which immediately became a great
‘success. Poetry collections, novels and plays
came as thick and fast in the Te6os and
Ta70s as his travel, changes of address and
romantic partners. His relationship with the
Dutch actress Sylvia Kristel - known at the
time as the star of the French erotic film
Emmanuelle - 1s probably the one that most
«caught the public imagination.

Claus published his masterpiece, Het
verdriet van Belgré [The Somrow of Belgium]

In o83 The novel deals with collaboration
and resistance during the Second World
'War, while settling scores with the Catholic
milieu In which he grew up in East Flanders
province. He also directed films, including
De Leeww van Viaanderen [The Lion of

Aanders] based on the nineteenth-century
historical novel by Hendrik Conaclence.

Hugo Claus published over one hundred
and fifty Individual titles and consistently
won awards, making him the most garlanded
author in the Dutch-speaking reglon. The most
Important came in TeB6, when he recaived the
prestiglous Prijs der Nederlandse Letteren.

The Cobra Museum In Amstelvean
organisad a retrospective of Claus" visual
art in the autumn of 2005, entitied Souvenir.
In their spontaneous and unforced style, his
paintings — untitled and signad simply ‘Claus’
—convey the original meaning of Cobra. De
Zwarte Panter gallery also presented a selec-
tion of his work with the title Woordenlfoos
[Without Words].

Hugo Claus was diagnesed with Alzheimers
the following year, having already made clear
that he would request euthanasia. Vearle De
Wit, his second wife, announced on o March
2008 that Claus had died. With the West-
Flemlah phrase Tétitatutis — ‘r.lne It was over —
her that the d o
say goodbye. He exited the stage after one
last glass of champagne and cigarette.

Georges Collignon

Belgium
36 August 1933
5 February 2062

Collignon had Iittle affinity with Dotremont
and Jom's Cobra movement, but five of his
works were nevertheless Included In the 95T
exhibition In Lige. He also designed the
cover for the fourth Issue of Le Petrt Cobra
(Winter rg50-195T). In To50, he exhibited
alongside Alechinsky, Cornellle and Doucet
at Galerle Maeght In Parls. Collignon met
Dotremont when the latter came to view his
exhibition at Galerie Apollo in Brussels.

It was through him that the Liage group of
artists, of which he was a member, came

to be renamed Reéalité-Cobra. Although s
members, Pol Bury among them, were plainky
Intrigued by Cobra - the word featured on
the cover of their journal and their publica-
tions depicted the colled snake - the two
groups had ttle In common. Réalité-Cobra
was too firmly associated with formal
abstract art for that.

—— Collignon studied typography st the Ecole
du Livre in Lizge In 19a7-1939. During the
war years, he enrolled at the city's Academy
of Fine Arts to avold being called up for com-
pulsory employment in Germany. He studied
Surrealiz=m In general and René Magritte In
particular while working part-time at the
Cristalleries du Val Saint-Lambert In Seraing.
Collignon joined the Jeune Peinture Balge
['Young Belglan Painting] group in Ta46. He
inted figuratively at first, but swiftly armived
at a lively lyrical abstraction after an Intense

Cobra: blographies

study of colour theory. This resulted In “topo-
graphical paintings’, In which small, coloured
areas that fill the entire canvas alternate with
colour shades In refined partitions and with
rhythmic, curvilinear mevements.

In Tag0, Collignon wes swarded the Prix
de la Jeune Peinture Belge along with Pleme
Alechinsky and Jean Duboscq. Two years
later, he co-founded the group Art abstrait
[Abstract Art] and was awarded the Prix
Hélane Jacquet. A bursary from the French
atate ensbled Collignon to sattle In Parts,
where he [Ived from 25T to 1568. In the late
1a50s, he also devoted himself to cublst
collages of paper and fabrics. He joined the
architecturs group EGAU and executed
several bas-reliefs for Libge University.

After an absence of twenty years, Collignon
returned to his native Lisge, where he once
again painted neo-figurative compesitions
In which figurative elements are reconciled
with abstract structures. His works frequently
have erotic undertones that nod towards
Klimit's Jugendstil atmasphers. The artist had
a predilection not only for the female figure,
lbut also for sults of armour and ariists”
dummies, which he Incorporated In an
explosion of colours. This was to be his
most successful period.

Caollignon continued to create art tirelessly
until the end of his Iife, constantly searching
fior new technigues, materials and themes.
He died In 2002 In his beloved Lisge.



Constant (Constant Anton Nieuwenhuys]

Netherlands
21 July 1920
I August 2005

C Anton Ni better known
simply as Constant, was another Cobra artist
from the outset. It was probably down to him
that Appel and Corneille joined the Cobra
movement, as they had known each other from
the Experimentele Groep In Holland [Expert-
mental Group In Holland]. Constant was the
Dutch contingent's theoretician. He did not
view Cobra as a shop window for selling his
work, but as a collective with the potential to
change soclety. He belleved that every human
being possessed the same universal creati-
vity, which he wanted to liberate through
Cobra. His art was thus placed entirely at
the service of his political engagement.

—— Constant d a Jesult

d with him y. C:
was quick to the fantasy
and spontaneity of Danish art Into his work,
but he also appreciated Jorn's theoretical
thinking. He also came Into contact with
and Comeille, and together they founded the
Experimentele Groep In Holland in the summer
of 1948. Ci his Manifi In
their journal Reflex, calling for a new principle
of social iving ‘that will form its laws from
the iImmediate demands of human vitality”.

Cobra had barely been founded, however,

before it turned Into something of a snakepit
for him. His wife Matie left him for his comrade-
mm.wmhmgw@sgsageemem

and continued his studies at the Instituut

with Dy about as
pr d by the Russian Communists, which
Constant was alone in admiring. To escape the

voor ) derwijs [
for Applied Arts Education] an,d the Rijks-
van beeldend: [State
Academy of Fine Arts] In Amsterdam. He was
fond of Cézanne’s work and was Impressed
by the German Expressionists of Die Briicke.
Constant married Matie, daughter of the
Jakob van D daer, In 1942
The couple moved to Amsterdam In early
1042 when the Germans evacuated the rural
town of Bergen In the province of North
Holland. Constant refused to register with
the collaborationist Kuituurkamer and so was
not permitted to pursue his profession as an
artist. He was unable to buy materials but
wanted to continue painting, so he resorted
to tablecloths and bed linen and dissolved
the paint from finished canvases. He was
eventually obliged mgomohldng‘tosv&ld
y

the German war effort.

The war years left Constant with a lifelong
aversion to bourgeols society. He asked him-
self what role the visual artist might play in
a modern community. After the war, he met
Asger Jorn at a Miro exhibition in Paris, a
meeting that would prove both artistically
and ideologically decisive for Cobra. Jorn
visited Constant in Amsterdam and began to

within Cobra, he relocated to Paris
with his son. Unable to come to terms with the
suffering of the war, he painted dark canvases
that clearly refiected his sombre mood.

The British Arts Council invited Constant
to visit London, where he made numerous
contacts and also embarked on a new artistic
wvision. Despite his earller opposition to
Mondrian and De Stijl, he now turned to geo-
metric abstraction. Constant grew Increasingly

and

in the Imp

of colour; space now became his central
theme. Ci with the Aldo
van Eyck, he set out his ideas In the essay
“For a Spatial Colourtem’. Having returned to
Amsterdam, Constant shut himself away in
his studio and began to design spatial models.

In the meantime, he divorced Matie, married
Nellie Riemens - the eldest sister of the photo-
grapher Henny Riemens, Corneille's partner -
and resumed his correspondence with Jorn.
The Iatter had recently founded the Mouve-
ment pour un Bauh
(MIBI), through which he envisaged an
Innovative form of architecture. Jorn invited
his old friend to the MIBI meeting In Alba In
1056, at which they discussed how artists
might influence the cityscape and, by exten-
sion, people’s behaviour.
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It was here that Constant met Pinot Gallizio,
who owned a piece of land on which gypsies
sometimes set up camp, giving Constant the
idea of designing a permanent gypsy camp
for Alba. So It was that he embarked on the
new project that would occupy him for seven-
teen years: New Babyfon, the city of the future,
for his ideal soclety. Besides drawings and

° he s
montages about his utopia. He belleved that
only architecture could move people to adopt
a new way of living and engage In greater
creativity. In 1958, Constant joined the Situa-
tionist International (SI), an avant-garde
group that alimed to create new behaviourin a
new social space. His theoretical writings also
had an Impact: in 1998, the American professor
Mark Wigley published the book Constant's

New Babylon: The Hyper- of Desire,
setting out the Dutchman’s progressive ideas
and his on leading arch

In 1955, Constant began to recelve a varlety
of national and International prizes. He took
partin art events, exhibited at the
1966 Venice Blennale, Including his New
Babyion project, and also participated In
documenta xi in 2002. His work has featured
in countless exhibitions, from Paris to New
York. The largest of these was probably the
2006 at the Cobra Mi in
Amstelveen, where works from different
periods and with different techniques were
shown. There was also a major exhibition in
2016 entitied Constant-New Babylon at the
G now the
in The Hague.




Cornellle omells van

Belgium
3 July 1922
§ September 2010

Comeille was a core member of Cobra,
one of the six signatories of the manifesto
La cause étalt entendue and joint organiser
of the group's exhibitions.

—— He was born In Liége, Belgium, to Dutch
parents who returned to the Netherlands when
the boy was tweive. His bilingual upbringing
would stand him in good stead later on.
Although he always described himself as
self-taught, he signed up for dmwmg and

he

him. She was so enthusiastic about the work
she saw that she Invited the young artist
to visit her native Hungary and show It In
Budapest. Barely a few weeks later, he found
himself on the banks of the Danube where
he made the acquaintance of the European
School - a post-war avant-garde group com-
parable to Cobra.

The sight of Budapest In ruins made a huge
impression on him. The mhenvoddry spectacle
of the il d and

pal'mngclassesaﬂ
b N in A suheage
of eighteen. It was there that he met Karel
Appel, with whom he began to coll

opened up a new, transcendental
realm, which also found its way into his work.
He developed an organic and colourful formal

intensively in Appel's studio.
Fearing deportation to work in G 's

which was exp d not only in
his g, but also In

and

war economy, Cornellle spent the occupation
years in hiding and In great poverty. Painting
became a therapy for him during this period:
he worked through his fear and sorrow In his
art When | came, he sy

destroyed these sombre wartime works so as
to start with a clean slate.

A period of discovery now began for the
young artist. He got to know French painting,
travelled with Appel to Liége, and came into
contact in Brussels with the Jeune Peinture
Belge [Young Belgian Painting] group, through
which they met artists such as Louls Van
Lint and Marc Mendelson. In 1046, Cornelile
exhibited his work for the first time at the
Jonge schilders [Young Palmets] exhibition

d by Willem g, director of
the Stedelijk M nA Afew
months later, Comellehadaone-mmstmw
In Gi and In the fi g year, he

and Appel had an exhibition at the Gildehuys
in Amsterdam.

Then, in 1947, something strange happened.
One day, Comelle was walking down the
street with a h t loaded with
he was hoping to sell when a woman stopped

It was also In Budapest that he met the
French painter Jacques Doucet, who intro-
duced him to the playful world of Joan Miro.

Comeille immersed himself in Surrealist
Iiterature and got to know the work of the
German Expressionists, of whom he parti-
cularly admired Paul Klee. But Comelle'e
source of
Vincent van Gogh, with whom he shared a
passion for colour, form and nature.

In the autumn of 147, Corneille and Karel
Appel travelled to Paris where they visited
one exhibition after another. Appel also intro-
duced him to Constant. The three young artists
were united In their urge for Innovation and a
formal language of their own. After exhibiting
together at the Santee Landweer gallery ln
A they founded the E
Groep In Holland [Experimental Group n
Holland], with the journal Reflex as their

The group d with
the international Cobra movement In 1949.

Like so many of the people assoclated with
Cobra, Cornellle was a passionate traveller.
He was Inspired, for Instance, by the bright
colours, desert landscapes and Intense life of
Tunisia. In Denmark, meanwhile, he and Karel
Appel were iImpressed by the imaginative
painting of Carl-Henning Pedersen. Comellle
spontaneously began to place his famillar
motifs - female figures, birds, cats and land-
scapes - in mythol | and pristine
all In a poetic manner. His bright, sensual reds
and generally eccentric use of colour were
typical of his work

After Cobra disbanded, Cornellle swapped
Amsterdam for Paris and also began to travel
further afield and more Intensively. He and
his wife, the photographer Henny Riemens,
explored the African continent, beginning In
Algeria, followed by the Sahara and lastly the
area between Senegal and Kenya. Corneille
collected a large amount of art from the local
people he encountered, which would later
strongly Influence his work These artefacts
and colour combinations are clearly recog-
nisable In his figurative, Imaginary style, and
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his collection was already being featured In
a variety of photographic books In the 19708
A major exhibition was devoted to it in The
Hague In x992: The African Face of Cornellle.

Corneille recorded his iImpressions in a
travel journal, extracts from which were
published, including the notes on his Sahara
trip In 1952 As the 19508 drew to a close, it
was the turn of the United States, from where
he travelled on to South America. He also
visited Majorca, Yug , L grad and
Israel Only towards the end of the 1970s
did he make his first trip to Southeast Asla.

Something else Corneille had In common
with his fellow Cobra members was the urge to
explore different fields of art. Like Alechinsky,
he took lessons In the print-making studio
of Stanley William Hayter, participated with
Appel and Jorn in the Rencontres internatio-
nales de la céramique In Albisola, and made
designs for carpets, jewellery and large poly-
chrome sculptures in wood.

Corneille’s art was non-figurative at first,
but In the course of the 19608 he gradually
evolved towards fantasy hndscapes ln warm
tones, fr
representations of female figures, ﬂowers.
gardens, the earth, the city and birds - the
same motifs that had typified his work during
the Cobra period. He laid his canvases flat on
the ground to work on, an Eastern approach
that meant his body could move freely over
the canvas during the process of creation,
enabling him to depict shapes more directly
and ly. Many
were also executed from a bird's eye view.

Corneille kept a studio In Paris where he
continued to work until the end of his life,
while actually Iiving In seclusion in Auvers-
sur-Olse. He was eventually burled there in
2010, Just like Vincent van Gogh In 1890, of
whom he was always an Immense admirer:
after all, to Cornellie’s mind, painting was
not a hobby or a job, but a vocation.




Eglll Jacobsen

Denmark
IE December T8I0
21 April 198

Jacobsen's Involvement with Cobra was
tangentiak his work only featured In the
movement's first exhibition in Brussels,
and was barely mentioned In the journal
Cobra. All the same, as the creator of the
‘spontanecus, ‘myth-creating” art through
which the Danes made their mark on the
group, the artist indirectly helped define
the movement's style.

—— Jacobsen was mostly seli-taught,
having spent barely a semester In Ta32-
Tz at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine
Arts In Copenhagen. He was taught there
by Kr=sten Iversen and Peder Hald, and so
his painting initially bore the stamp of their
social realism and was aligned with tradi-
tional landscape painting. Fellow students,

shockwave through the Danish art world.
His fellow artists considered his work to
bbe ground-breaking and greeted it with
Immense enthuslasm at a time when most
of them were still searching for their own
dntrnc‘t style. Jacobsen had found the

facilitating the breakthrough of a
sp-eelﬁcally Dantsh modern idiom, charac-
terised by spontanelty and an affinity with
primal iImages.

On an ideclegical level, Jacobsen belonged
firmly to the left. He joined the Communist
Party In 1923 and was shocked and distressad
when Garmany annexed Austria and Invaded
Czechoslovakia, which Inspired Jacobsen to
create his masterplece Ophobning [Accumu-
lation]. With Its sombre use of colour, powerful
lines and coplous dripping, it was a high point

such as Henry Heerup, Richard M
Ejler Bille and Sonja Ferlov, Introduced him
to Modemilsm, however, and his style swiftly
evolved from naturalistic to expressionistic
by way of Surrealism.

Jacobsen's fascination for the International
art scene drew him to Paris In the winter of
Toz4 where he visited numerous museums
.and exhibitions and was captivated by the
work of Pablo Picasso. More so even than the
discovery of tribal masks, It was Plcasso’s
direct and spontaneous brushwork that came
ae a revelation to the Dane, who began to
paint with Increasing freedom and rhythm.
He wanted, he said, to surpass the German
Expressionksts in material and colour.

After returning to Denmark, Jacobsan
refreated to his small studio, where he assl-
milated his Partsian influences in & serles
of self-portraits. Driven by his free painting
technique, these evolved around 1g93g Into
the grinning, biting masks that typified his
work from then on His Increasingly spon-
tansous execution was accompanied by
a complete surrender to the Imagination,
Inspired by tribal art from Oceanila, Danish
folk art and Scandinavian myths.

When Jacobsen joined the Linien [The Line]
group In Tg37, together with Asger Jorn and
‘Carl-Henning Pedersen, and showed his
masks at the group's iImternational Avtumm
Art Extiibition In Copenhagen, they sent &

In Jacobsen's expressive, free style and a
response to Picasso's Guarnica, which he
probably saw at & touring exhibition. Through
the work's dramatic colours and forms, he
sought to represant the struggle and emotions
of a humanity dreaming of Iberty and revolu-
tion In an oppressive environment of coercion
and darkness The work was an Importamnt
Inspiration to the members of Linten and
Jacobsan's contemporanies.

In 928, the artist joined the exhibition
soclety Hest [Harvest], before moving on to
Grenningen [The Green] In ra4=2, although
this did not prevent him from co-signing
Hest's Influential manifesto In To45. His
numerous articles in the Journal Helhesten
during those years expressad his vision of art.

sen was an active member of the
Resistance during the German occupation.
Aftar the war, he was one of several Danlsh
artists to represent his country st the Venice
Biennale (1948) and he also took part in the
first Cobra exhibition. He felt Iittle need to
engage with the wider artistic world, which
explains the imited International attemtion
that his oeuvre recalved, In contrast with the
widespread Interest and appreciation in his
own country. This led to a career as ateacher
at the Royal Danish Academy of Art in Copen-
hagen (2959-1972). Many Danes consider
him the most iImportant exponent of Danish
experimental art.

Asger Jorn [asger o

Denmark
2 March I8I4
1 May 1573

Jomn was one of the shx signatories of
Cobra's founding document and the inspl-
ration for the movement, along with Dotre-
nwm_rtwuldllmbaﬂmnammm
yhill g at th orium In
Silkeborg, decided to dishand

tecture journal As. Together with the writer
and architect Robert Dahlmann Olsen, he
fiounded the underground art group Helhesten
[Hal's Horsa] and the journal of the same name,
l'| which he publizhed the essay ‘Intimate

ﬂrammnwnt.}mnparnmlnr asa
fervent and d networker,
ﬂngmuptngeﬂmThepn’m‘f‘uleu(pt&sslm
of his work made him the most authentic
artist among the motley Cobra crew.

Jorn took part in virtually all the significant
Cobra events, many of which he inttiated
himself. He org, d the Cobra
In Breg , D rk, and provided the
wwfwﬂnftﬂtmnﬁhpumllm
Like Dotremont and Constant, he engaged
In art theory, publishing on both the expern-
mental in art and on primitive expression.
His museum In Silkeborg became the Mecca
of Cobra art and ensured that the movement
secured a recognised place In the collective

memaory of the avant-garde.

—— Asger Jorn grew up In a deeply Protes-
tant family, yet from an early age he resisted
Christian influences in society and authority
In general He was a rebal, with an aversion
to compromise and bourgeois respactability.
When a travelling exhibition of Danish artists
visited Silkeborg In Tog2, Jorn was captivated
by modern Expressionism. He had recently
completed his teacher training and tock
private art lessons from the paimter Martin
Kaahmd-Jergensen, swiftly becoming acquain-
tad with Dada, Surrealism and Bauhaus. In
1836, Jom bought himself a motorcycle and
headed off to Parls. He wanted to study under
Wassily Kandinsky but ended up enroliing at
Fernand Léger's Académie contemporalne.
He also worked for Le Corbusier, but the
milieu's strict discipline and rationalist ethos
was not to his taste, and he soon left. Having
returned to Denmark, Jom learnt etching and
Ithography at the Royal Academy In Copen-
hagen. He was impressed by Paul Klee and
Joan Mind and switched from figurative to
abstract art. Yet he also developed a fascina-
tion for the spontanagus, irrational work of
Egill Jacobsen.

When the Germans occupled Denmark,
the pacifist Jorn found himself in a profound
crisis. He bacame an active Communist and

contributed to the Party's underground jounnal
Land og Folk [Land and People] and the archi-
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{zg41). Like almost all the Dantsh

mmwmﬂlam become part of Cobra,
he joined Linien [The Line] and the exhibition
group Hest [Harvest] (1942-50).

In 1946, Jomn met the Dutch artist Constant
and his wife Matie at an exhibition of work
by Joan Mird at Galerie Plarre In Paris. They
became friends and corresponded imtensl-
wely. Two years later, Jorn had his first one-
man exhibition at Galeriz Breteau in Paris.

He met Dotrement In 1947 at the first Confé-
rence Internationale du Swrréalisme révolu-
tionnaire. Dissatisfaction with the course of
events at the conference prompted Jorn,
Dotremont, Constant and thelr companions
to set up Cobra.

Jorn embarked on an affalr with Constant's
wife Matie, which polsoned the stmosphers
between the Cobra members. The Dutch
contingent did not even show up at the Cobra
conference in Bregnerad, which Jorn organ-
Ised. In 1951, he and Matie moved to Paris,
where they lived In great poverty. Malnour-
Ished, weakenad and suffering from tuber-
culosls, the artist was admitted to the Silke-
bul'g sanatorium, which also marked the end

wof Cobra.

.In-rn nevertheless continued his artistic
eoretical activities unabated. He expe-

nme-m:ed with ceramics In an Improvised
workshop, and In addition to poems, he wrote
the first version of his book on experimental
aesthetics, Held og Hasard [Salvation and
Chance] In October Tog3, he stayed In a
sanatorium In Switzerland where, after a long
pered of Izolation, he began to comespond
with other artists again and took part in the
Danish art movement Spiralen. He swapped
Ideas with Enrico Baj, who was also a member.
Together they founded the Mouvement
International pour un Bauhaus Imaginiste
{MIBI, ra53-1957) 88 a reaction against
the new’ Bauhaus (Hochschule fir Gestalt-
ung), founded by the Swiss Max Bill, which
wished to concentrate on technical Instruc-
tion and rejected panting. Jorn found this
w 1

In the spring of Ta54, Jorn and his family
settled In Albisola In northem Italy, yeaming
fior the satisfaction he had enjoyed In the past



— ASGER JORN

from working with other artists. This led him

to organise, under the aegis of the MIBI,

a summer meeting for experimental artists.

Many ex-Cobra members, among them Appel

and Comeillle, attended these Rencontres
delacé which

such a success that Jorn organised a further
Instalment the following year.

As of 1955, Jorn spent his winters In Parls
where he had found a studio with Alechins|
help, and In his beloved Albisol;
Together with the painter and chemist Pinot
Gallizio and the painter and philosopher Piero
Simondo, he created the ‘Premier Laboratolre
expérimental du MIBI" in the small italian
town of Alba, where all sorts of materials were
tested for thelr creative utility. The MIBI also
had a journak: Erstica.

It was in this same period that Jorn got to
know Guy Debord, leader of the French avant-
garde group the Internationale Lettriste (IL).
The pair collaborated on two books: Fin de
Copenhague (1957) and Mé (x959).
The alliance between the IL and the MIBI
was clinched at the Premier Congrés mondial
des Artistes libres in September 1956. The
result was the avant-garde Situationist Inter-
national, or Sl for short (x957-72), the mem-
bers of which pursued a unitary urbanism.
They wanted to create a new cityscape by
means of architecture and, in so doing, to
abolish all dividing lines between art and life.
Jorn's ideas In this regard were collected In
1058 In the Pour la forme. Eb
d'une méthodologle des arts [For the Sake of
Form: Sketch of a Methodology of the Arts].

Jorn also remained artistically active
throughout these years. in 1957, for

several exhibitions in Europe and the United
States. In 1961, he began his last major
project in Silkeborg: the Skandinavisk Institut
for S o 3

he painted his largest-ever canvas, which

he partly reworked several times and finally
christened Stalingrad In 1960. He made a
ceramic wall relief in Albisola measuring

27 metres In length and three in height for
the state grammar school in the Danish city
of Aarhus, and he and Pierre Wemaére also
designed a tapestry, Le Long Voyage [The
Long Journey] for the same school. Jorn
regularly bought traditional landscape paint-
Ings at flea markets, which he then painted
over, experimenting in them with spontaneous

[Scandt-
navian for Ci Vandalism]
(SISV). The centre lasted for four years and
was devoted primarily to the study of early
Nordic art.

After 1966, Jorn concentrated exclusively
on oil paintings and travelled to Cuba, Scot-
land and other countries, Including various
destinations In Asia. in the meantime, how-
ever, his health was not iImproving He was
hospitalised with lung cancer In January
1972 and died less than six months later. His
final resting place Is In Gratiingbo, Gotland.
The Jorn Museum In Silkeborg and the Casa
Museo Jorn In Albisola remain as impressive

Iines and fi )

From the early xg60s, Jorn's work began to
receive iting In
356

y to his multi-faceted creativity.

Lucebert [Lubertus Jacobus Swaanswijk]

Natherfands
15 September 1924
10 May 1994

Lucebert's Involvement with Cobra came
after he joined the Experimentele Groep In
Holland [Experimental Group in Holland] as
a poet, alongside Gerrit Kouwenaar. While
he was only briefly affillated with Cobra, 1t
was a period that would have an iImmense
Influence on his further artistic development.
One of his first experimental poems was
published in the fourth Issue of Cobra, which
appeared in November 1949. In 1950, he
also began to draw and paint intensively,
but never took part In a Cobra exhibition as
a painter. He was, however, given charge of
the poetry evening held during the large-
scale Cobra exhibition (1949) at the Stede-
Ijk Museum In Amsterdam, taking his place
alongside other experimental poets In the so-
called ‘Poets Cage’. A legendary photograph
of the now Infamous poetry evening has
survived. Lucebert ashort

fi g which D« gave

a lecture In French. The audience only half
understood what was being said and took
offence at what sounded to them like Soviet
p During the uproar,
Lucebert asked Dotremont to end his speech
in the name of Party discipline and urged him
to calm down. A fistfight broke out instead
and the hall eventually had to be cleared.

Lucebert distanced himself from Cobra
and the Experimentele Groep in Holland after
the Incident, feeling that as a writer he had
been let down by the group’s plastic artists.
He continued to serve, nevertheless, as the
link between the Dutch literary movement
De Vijftigers [Those of the Fifties] and Cobra.

—— Lucebert was born In the working-class
Jordaan district of Amsterdam, the second son
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of a self d house and sign painter.
From an early age he spent his time writing
poems. A housafront mural led to a bursary
that enabled him to study drawing and paint-
ing for six months at the Instituut voor Kunst-

jverheld: wijs In A Through
the institute’s director, Mart Stam, he came
into contact with Dada and Surrealism.

Wim Hazeu's biography Lucebert, published
In 2018, reveals that this much-admired artist
fell under the spell of National Soclalism during
the Second World War. Years of in-depth

h and In hitherto unk
letters from the war years leave no room for
doubt that this was Indeed the case. Lucebert
distanced himself from such views after the
Liberation, leaving home after quarrelling
with his parents. He wanted to be an artist,
lived a nomadic life and supported himself
through odd jobs. He occasionally worked In
exchange for board and lodging, which is
how the murals for the Franciscan monastery
in Heemskerk came about. In 1047, Lucebert
made the acquaintance of the poets Jan

3s7
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