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“Avant-Gardists in France Won’t Give Up.” Frenchculture.org, August 4, 2015.

Avant-Gardists in 
France Won’t Give Up

This fall, Blum & Poe will present the 
exhibition The Avant-Garde Won’t 
Give Up: Cobra and Its Legacy, a two-
part exhibition taking place in New 
York and Los Angeles which will offer 
a broad and critical reassessment of 
Cobra—an essential postwar European 
movement that draws its name from 
the cities where it originated: Copen-
hagen, Brussels, and Amsterdam.

Named after a seminal work by one of 
Cobra founders Asger Jorn (Danish, 
1914-73), The Avant-Garde Won’t Give 
Up pays tribute to Jorn’s catalyzing 
role and to the movements enduring 
aesthetic and conceptual influence on 
artists working today. The exhibitions 
first part at Blum & Poe in New York 
will begin with the nexus of experi-
mental practices and political activities 
of a group of modernist artists during 
the Nazi occupation and will continue 
with the emergence of Cobra in the late 1940s. The second half of the exhibition at Blum & Poe in 
Los Angeles will trace the impact and legacy of Cobra in the art of the 1950s and 60s through the 
present day by juxtaposing historical work with a selection of contemporary practices.

This transgenerational presentation will underscore the urgency of the reexamination of Cobra—
by viewing the movements groundbreaking experiments and ideas through the lens of the present 
day. Many artists are featured in the New York exhibition, such as Karel Appel, Eugène Brands, 
Constant, Christian Dotremont, and Henry Heerup, among others. The exhibition also focuses on 
artists Pierre Alechinsky, co-creator of Cobra, Raoul Ubac, as well as artist Ernest Mancoba, who 
were close to surrealist artists, such as André Breton.                                 

      Photograph of Eugène Brands, 1947 Courtesy of Blum & Poe 
      © Frits Lemaire / Maria Austria Instituut, Photo: Frits Lemaire
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“The Avant-Garde Won’t Give Up: Cobra and its Legacy.” NewYorker, September 2015.

“THE AVANT-GARDE WON’T GIVE UP: 
COBRA AND ITS LEGACY”
September 10 2015 – October 17 2015

The curator Alison Gingeras reëvaluates the art of the painters Asger Jorn, Karel Appel, and the other northern-
European members of the avant-garde Cobra movement, whose work from the late forties and early fifties was 
influential on their side of the Atlantic. Carnivalesque tableaux by members of the collective Helhesten (a Cobra 
precursor almost unknown outside Denmark) paved the way for proudly tawdry, sometimes primitivist post-
war paintings by Jorn, the more calligraphic abstractions of the still active Pierre Alechinsky, and the inscrutable 
bronze totems of Sonja Ferlov. (Her husband, Ernest Mancoba, one of South Africa’s first black modern artists, 
is featured here, too, with impressive runic works on paper.) New York’s museums, still reluctant to let the grit of 
postwar Europe intrude on the triumphant narrative of postwar American painting, should take note. Through 
Oct. 17.
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Contino, Patricia. “‘The Avant-Garde Won’t Give Up: Cobra and Its Legacy’ at Blum and Poe.” The Culture Trip, September 2015.

'The Avant-Garde Won’t Give Up: Cobra 
And Its Legacy' At Blum And Poe
Copenhagen,Brussels, and Amsterdam revolutionized the art world from 1948 to 1951 with the Cobra art move-
ment. Now exhibited at Blum and Poe's The Avant-Garde Won't Give Up: Cobra and Its Legacy, Cobra is presented 
in a cohesive manner, using works that were previously kept in private collections – and thus providing viewers 
with a unique opportunity to experience this incredible art movement.

The Avant-Garde Won’t Give Up: Cobra and Its Legacy Installation View, 2015. Blum & Poe, New York | © Genevieve Hanson

Pierre Alechinsky’s Avec Lewis Carroll represents atypical Blum and Poe’s revelatory show The Avant-Garde Won’t 
Give Up: Cobra and Its Legacy. At first glance, the large canvas is a swirl of colors. A closer look reveals profiles of 
The Mad Hatter and his creator Charles Lutwidge Dodgson. Cobra artists liked picture games, and the other ob-
jects on display are equally whimsical and intricate.
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Cobra is the acronym for Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam where artists involved in the movement were lo-
cated and most active from 1948 to 1951. The Leftist coalition went on to depict postwar Eastern Europe in child-
like, primitive forms and colors. Blum and Poe’s guest curator, Alison Gingeras, contends in the exhibit catalogue 
that Cobra’s relative obscurity is from its loose affiliation, Marxists sympathies and resistance to the status quo. It 
probably did not help that Cobra’s central figure, Danish painter/sculptor/ceramic artist Asger Jorn (1914-1973), 
refused the 1966 Guggenheim Prize, telling Henry Guggenheim and his committee to ‘go to hell.’ Thus, much of 
the artwork is on display in North America for the first time.

Visitors to Blum and Poe will come away from The Avant-Garde Won’t Give Up learning a great deal about Cobra 
with appreciation. The ‘Catalogue and Exhibit Checklist’ is essential because the artwork (on loan from museums 
and private collections), journals, monographs, and archival photographs are unidentified. Placards can be a dis-
traction and more carefully studied than the item described. Eliminating them suits the exhibit’s iconoclastic spirit 
and the attractive gallery space.

The Avant-Garde Won’t Give Up uses three floors (starting on five in ascending chronological order), beginning 
appropriately with Jorn’s The Avant-Garde Won’t Give Up (L’avant-garde se rend pas, 1962). Jorn found the anony-
mous painting in a thrift shop and gave the proper young Miss a goatee and the exhibit its manifesto.

There is another piece by Jorn in the show titled Couple amoureux interplanétaire, (Interplanetary Couple, 1954). 
Held in a private collection, the Italian owners loaned the painting to Blum and Poe for a rare public viewing. The 
lip-locked duo is human, but their out-of-this-world love takes them exploding, starry-eyed fabulous fifties Sput-
nik heights. No wonder the owner’s treasure it — this painting surely must shine in whichever room they keep it.

The fifth floor’s Gallery South is devoted to Helhesten (Hell-Horse), the first Cobra art created during the German 
occupation of Denmark. The Nazis censored and denounced non-representational art, which Helhesten mocked 
with cartoonish abstraction — for in Norse mythology, the fairy tales collected by The Brothers Grimm, and in 
Richard Wagner’s Ring Cycle, the horse is a messenger of death. As seen in other rooms, Cobra artists continued 
depicting animals in less-menacing ways after the war.

Unfortunately, some pieces did not survive, including some works by Dutch painter Eugène Brands (1913-2002). 
In addition to paintings, Brands made a series of masks that now only exist in photographs; however, they are fan-
tastic photographs of wearers enjoying themselves.

Through Cobra officially disbanded in 1951, founding artists remained active and influenced others. Among them 
is Japanese-American sculptor Shinkichi Tajiri (1923-2009), who settled in the Netherlands after World War II. 
Two of his works stand out. Lament for lady (for Billie Holiday) (1953) is a mixed-media sculpture Tajiri built — a 
symbolic gramophone out of a Strange Fruit of copper and bronze along with Ms. Holiday’s photograph. Part of 
the bottom is shaped like a trumpet. Placed above that is a meshed circle in the shape of gramophone’s sound piece, 
the horn. Over the horn is her photo, singing her eternal song.

Tajiri also made experimental films. Shown on continuous video stream is the 1955 Cannes Film Festival-winning 
short ‘The Vipers,’ which is about smoking pot. The artist cannot be faulted for research — he shot the film high.
Cobra’s continuing legacy is featured in a second exhibit, also curated by Ms. Gingeras, at Blum and Poe’s Los An-
geles gallery from November 5 through December 23, 2015.
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Mask photograph | © Frits Lemaire/Maria Austria Instituut

The Avant-Garde Won’t Give Up: Cobra and Its Legacy runs through October 17, 2015.

Blum and Poe, 19 East 66th Street, New York, NY, USA, +1 212 249 2249vv
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