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Cobra: 1000 days of Free Art

For the first fime, highlights of the Cobra international art movement are being presented in the United Arab Emirates.
The Sharjah Art Museum is exhibiting more than sixty Cobra masterpieces from the collection of the Cobra Museum of
Modern Art in the Netherlands. The exhibition includes paintings, works on paper, ceramics, fextiles, world music and
documentary materials from the years between 1947 and the early 1960s. Together, these works of art and associated
objects tell the colourful and exciting story of an art movement which, in a period lasting only a litfle more than 1000
days, generated a true revolution in modern art.

Cobra was founded in Paris (France) in 1948. CoBrA is an acronym for the three capital cities where the arfists lived
and worked: Copenhagen (Denmark), Brussels (Belgium) and Amsterdam (the Netherlands). As their motto, they
chose the ancient symbolism of the snake. The Colbra artists all strove fo create a new, free and expressive art, rooted
in experiment and the real experiences of life itself. Cobra wanted to liberate the artistic creativity that is hidden in
every human being.

Cobra artists were inspired by a multifaceted ‘primitivism’, comprised of myths, children’s drawings, folk art, prehistoric
artefacts, oriental calligraphy and tribal art. Their art was direct and spontaneous. They worked without a precon-
ceived plan, using their imagination, bright colours and new materials. Experimentation was crucial. Some of the
recurring themes are animals, fantastic creatures, landscapes and mythical tales.
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Karel Appel (Amsterdam 1921 - Zurich 2006)

Appel was fiffteen when his uncle taught him how fo paint his first impressionist landscapes in the style of Claude Monet
(1940-1926). At the National Art Academy in Amsterdam Appel rejected the feaching methods and traditional ideas
about art and was searching for freer, more expressive ways of working, initially inspired by Pablo Picasso (1881-1973).
Between 1944 and the founding of Cobra in 1948, Karel Appel developed his distinct personal signature, largely
inspired by the imaginary worlds of children. Typical of his work during the Cobra years were his mythical animal and
child beings in strong colours, thinly painted in a French atmosphere with simple, cheerful forms and firm outlines.

As well as painting, Appel made sculptures throughout his life. In the Cobra period he created painted figurative
reliefs in scrap wood that resemble three-dimensional paintings. In the 1960's he painted twisted olive free stumps
which he transformed into expressive fantasy animals and figures.

Appel's creative zeal, which had ifs roots in spontaneous and experimental artistic expression, was for him a necessity
of life. And when he died in 2006 he was one of the Netherland's best known Modemn artist.
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Lucebert (Amsterdam 1924 - Alkmaar 1994)

Lucebert (pseudonym of Lubertus Jacobus Swaanswijk) had a deep interest in painting and literature from an early
age. After the Second World War in Europe (1940-45) he became a self-faught arfist and changed his name to
Lucebert (Luce being the ltalian word for light). In 1948 his poetry infroduced him to the Experimental Group in
Holland and he participated at the first Cobra exhibition in 1949 but afterwards left the group.

Although only involved indirectly and for a short time, Cobra had a profound impact on Lucebert. The movement
influenced him in his conviction fo choose experimental art and freedom. The myths he created in his experimental
paintings and elitist poems were based on the world of people and liberally charged with literary references.

In his early period Lucebert made realistic drawings and prints in the style of Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) that were
illustrative and more literary. From 1949 on, an original Cobra influence can be seen in his drawings and gouaches. In
a deliberately clumsy execution of line, he drew onto an underground structure of dofs, dashes, crosses and circles
the entire mythical Cobra world of hybrid creatures, powerfully outlined, with the simplicity of children’s drawing.
Many of his works have human figures as subjects, with the head often expressed as a caricature.
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Constant (Amsterdam 1920 - Utrecht 2005)

Constant [Anton Nieuwenhuys) attended the Arts and Crafts School and the National Art Academy in Amsterdam.
Until he met the Danish painter Asger Jorn (1914-1973) in 1946, Constant painted expressionist landscapes and
experimented with the Cubist influences of Pablo Picasso (1881-1973). Following this meeting, he painted mythical
demons, especially animals, but also amazing creatures in a colorful, expressive and extremely subtle hand.
Constant's visual work was deeply permeated with the Cobra ideal of freedom through creativity. Spontaneity in the
process of making a painfing was a crucial element, which Constant himself employed in the form of spontaneously
applied lines and brushstrokes. Like Karel Appel, Constant was inspired by children’s drawings during his Cobra period.
Typical in his work is the elementary lyrical force of his color areas and the directness of the expressive brushwork in
exuberant hues, with which he invoked an expression of fragedy in a world of people, animals and plants. Birds
symbolize the freedom gained after the war and are characteristic of Constanhs work from the Cobra years.

During a London stay in 1952, he created his initial designs relating to spatial issues. After returning to Amsterdam,
Constant studied architecture. From 1953 on, he developed experimental spatial constructions for his planned urban
and social Utopia called New Babylon. In 1960, Constant began painting again, although the consistent thread
throughout his work remained his social engagement and drive for innovation.
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Eugéne Brands (Amsterdam 1913 - 2002)

Brands was a self-taught painter who was devoted fo experimentation. By 1938 he had already begun to make
abstract paintings and composiﬁons on canvas and paper as well as assemblages from found objects. During the
war years he experimented with the characteristics of various materials. Brands was especially inferested in the
spreading out of ink, charcoal or gouache on paper. He also made drip paintings, the automatic technique in which
he spattered ink over the paper. This he called cosmic arf and was his way of expressing imaginary constellations of
stars.

While he felt drawn to the non-dogmatic and spontaneous nature of the Cobra painters, Brands was quite a solitary
artist compared to them, less critical of society and more meditative by nature. Throughout his life he drew inspiration
and comfort from the cosmos, stars and planets as well as black magic. There is always a touch of the cosmos in
his paintings. Brands' credo was panta rhei, the everything flows of the ancient Greeks. Thanks to the colour, the
forms flowed into mysterious clouds, nebula and snowflakes. Because colour appeals to an intuitive feeling, Brands
believed that form always had to remain secondary to colour.




y Constant, cfo Pictoright Amsterc

5
o
=
9
frd

o
el

o
3
L
=

E0)
o]
1]
2
4]

z
&
e

&=

b
o

]

i &Hﬂmﬂn| 8y
umm;nm“ s poweciin By

BIE L IR) VT T Uiy gege

JaJl gall g0 rogs 1000



