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A monograph as well as a sourcebook for Hungarian art historiography, the present book 
meets a long felt need: it presents the audience with one of the most original painterly  
œuvres of the Cold War period in its entirety, introducing the lifework of an artist confined  
to a subcultural existence.

The monograph reveals the context of a unique œuvre produced during the era of state  
socialism, that of György Kovásznai (1934-1983) who created his works outside the official 
visual arts scene. Viewed from our current cultural perspective, the modern and postmodern 
elements of his œuvre are seen to have a clear relevance to contemporary art. Based on  
several years of art historical research, this publication is part of a comprehensive programme  
initiated by the Kovásznai Research Center, with the aim to explore and render public the  
artist’s work.

The first large scale retrospective exhibition was held in the Hungarian National Gallery in 
2010, then it continued with a surprising show featuring William Kentridge together with 
György Kovásznai at the Budapest Museum of Fine Arts in 2011. The second edition of this 
book is related to the Kovásznai exhibition at the Somerset House and its satellite events  
at the Courtauld Institute of Art, London in 2016.

The book serves as a sourcebook as it explores and presents the full body of Kovásznai’s  
motion picture work, together with all the digitalised films and a digital œuvre-catalogue 
available online at kovasznai.org.
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You never know when history will insist upon its recovery; when the past will reassert itself and suddenly
draw attention to something only some had valued, only some thought was lost, only some knew of in the first
place. When Hungarian art historian, Gergely Barki noticed Róbert Berény’s exquisite ‘Sleeping Lady with
Black Vase’, an art deco portrait of Eta, his second wife, in the background of one of the sets in the part-animated
Hollywood feature, Stuart Little (Dir: Rob Minkoff, USA, 1999), he ignited interest in the popular press world-
wide. Berény was a polymath across the arts and sciences; a contemporary of Henri Matisse; a friend and por-
traitist of Béla Bartók; a lover of Marlene Dietrich; a post-First World War émigré; a doyen of Budapest arts
culture. Like many artists, though, his works left Hungary with Jewish owners fleeing incipient racism and
persecution, and entered a cultural diaspora, and he himself saw little financial, social or even proper artistic
recognition. Few outside of Hungary, or the narrow interests of art historians, have heard of him, yet his work
is extraordinary. His story in many respects is not unfamiliar.

Animation scholars may well have been watching Stuart Little for different reasons – the impressive com-
puter animation, for example, or the representation of a mouse, another in the long procession since Mickey,
and the rise of the Disney studio in the 1930s. In recent years, though, the animation scholar, if not preoccupied
with theoretical nuances or genre analysis, is looking to excavate, to recover, to celebrate animators and artists
long in need of recognition and promotion. Radomir Pavićević’s single-minded attention to the work of Croa-
tian Oscar winner, Dušan Vukotić; Ondřej Beránek’s documentary study and curatorial work on Czech direc-
tor, Karel Zeman; Tjitte De Vries & Ati Mul’s exhaustive research on British stop-motion pioneer, Arthur
Melbourne Cooper; Birgit Beumers’ important intervention on Russian choreographer and animator, Alexan-
der Shiryaev; and the National Media Museum’s work in association with the Animation Academy, Lough-
borough University, making documentaries about TVC’s John Coates, producer Claire Jennings, animation
director Geoff Dunbar, puppet-making studio, Mackinnon & Saunders, and former ASIFA president, producer
and director, Hungarian, John Halas – of whom, more later.1

Brigitta Iványi-Bitter’s work on György Kovásznai is another necessary step in the recovery of absent but
significant artists in the animation and broader arts field. Passionate and hugely invested, the discussion uses,
reproduces and interrogates important elements of Kovásznai’s œuvre, analysing his largely un-exhibited paint-
ings, unpublished essays and creative works, and his little seen animated films. The Animation community
owes her and her research colleagues a huge debt of gratitude in that reassessing and drawing attention to
Kovásznai’s work also opens a window on so many other contexts – pre- and post-Stalinist arts culture 
in Hungary; animation and its currencies across Europe from the 1950s onwards; the role and function of the
animator-artist in the arts and society in general; the vital investment of scholars and practitioners as researchers
and historians in preserving and conserving ‘lost worlds’. Bizarrely, the social and cultural status of animation
particularly has stayed persistently low even as its works have unpacked across multimedia platforms and be-
come the quintessential aspect of moving image culture in the contemporary era; an art then, constantly hid-
ing in plain sight. Iványi-Bitter’s efforts, though, insist that Kovásznai is the latest significant artist through
whom philosophic, aesthetic and cultural principles can be read via the prism of animated film, and equally,
his paintings and writings. 

György Kovásznai was clearly a gifted animator-artist; his paintings like his films imbued with muta-
bility, motion and liminal images. Animation merely facilitated and extended the mobility of his figures and
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forms in his drawings and canvasses, placing the world in both impressionist and abstract expressionist flux.
His essays, ‘Self Interview’, ‘A Few Notes on Total Cinema’, and ‘Homeland Animation: Adventures with Taka-
mura in the Hungarian Disneyland’, among others, are all revealing in unfolding a highly personal vision. The
latter, written late in Kovásznai’s life, and shared with Japanese animator Takamura, places him in an imagi-
nary dialogue with Walt Disney, here not subjected to the easy biases of conventional biographical narratives
but constructed as a conduit through whom creative feelings and ideas flow through, seeking to find expres-
sion and a potential recipient. Not for Kovásznai, then, the conventional arguments about Disney’s commer-
cial acumen or folksy outlook, or his understanding of animation as an industrial form and a film art. For
Kovásznai, this is the Disney of Eisenstein, almost embodying Eisenstein’s principle of ‘plasmaticness’; a fig-
ure free from ‘once-and-allotted-form’, flowing through and between ideological and cultural idioms, dedi-
cated to ‘animating’ life itself.2 There is no great distance between Kovásznai’s vision of Disney and 
an understanding of Kovásznai himself. Trapped between the oppressive imperatives of Socialist realism and
the uncertain and constantly shifting imperatives of the avant-garde, both in Hungary and abroad, Kovásznai
was obsessively compelled to create; to remain endlessly curious; to remain unresolved in his deep enquiry
about existence in anything but the attempt to find the means of expression to best exemplify his perception 
of the world and its reception of him. 

It is this, of course, that tells us much about the fate of Kovásznai, and indeed, about animation itself. One
need only look back to the course of action of another Hungarian émigré working in animation, John Halas.
János Halász, was born in 1912. By 1930 he had already worked with George Pal in Budapest, learning the
rudiments of animation, but the most important influence on Halas though, was the work of the Bauhaus, and
the ideas of Walter Gropius, Herbert Beyer, and particularly, László Moholy-Nagy. Halas thus joined the Stu-
dio Mûhely in Budapest, headed by Alexander Bortnyik, which followed entirely the Bauhaus principles; its
early animation reminiscent of French pioneer animator, Émile Cohl, using the primacy of the line and anima-
tion’s intrinsic qualities of metamorphosis. The films also bear comparison with early American cartoons, but
drew on playful Eastern European folk tales and dance idioms. Between 1932 and 1936, Halas left the Mûhely
and established another Budapest based studio, Coloriton, working with Gyula Macskássy and Félix Kas-
sowitz, specialising in colour advertisements. Though Halas became acutely aware of the rise of anti-Semitism
across Europe, his emigration from Hungary was less about being persecuted, and more a recognition of the
real opportunity to develop his talent in England, making The Music Man (1937). Halas had both a commercial
sensibility and an artistic outlook, and ultimately sought to realise his inherent utopianism in a more conducive
context. Kovásznai, for all of his own utopianism – seen readily in his science-fictional interests and social phi-
losophy – never saw himself as a commercial artist, nor someone who did not want to resolve his artistic and
cultural challenges in anywhere but Hungary itself. For all his commitment to aesthetics and ideology, in deed,
word and practice, Kovásznai was invested in his own material reality. For him, recognising and resolving ‘the
universal’ was ultimately about what he could achieve in ‘the concrete’. 

This may have been related to the specific politics of post-war Hungary simply in pragmatic ways, but
it nevertheless consolidated his independence. As Dr. László Végh remarks, ‘He generally avoided the company 
of visual artists. He consciously avoided any attachments. He wanted to remain unbound at all times. This
freedom had its positive and negative implications. The positive aspect of it was the choice of places where he

1 See Beumers, Birgit, Bocharov, Victor,
& Robinson, David. (eds), Alexander
Shiryaev: Master of Movement, Porde-
none; Le Giornate del Cinema Muto,
2009; De Vries, Tjes. & Mul, Ari. ‘They
Thought It Was a Marvel’: Arthur Melbo-
urne Cooper (1874-1961) Pioneer of Puppet
Animation, Amsterdam: University of
Amsterdam Press, 2009; Halas, Vivien
& Wells, Paul, Halas & Batchelor Carto-
ons: An Animated History, London: 
Southbank Publishing, 2006 – book 
includes DVD; Pavićević, Radomir (ed)
Dušan Vukotić: The Forgotten Visionary,
Zagreb: Nacionalna Zajednica Crnogo-
raca Hrvatske/ Skaner Studio 2014.
2 See Leyda, Jay (ed), Eisenstein on 
Disney, London: Methuen, 1988.
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turned up. He frequented a lot of groups, but belonged to none. He remained outside every circle’. Such au-
tonomy, fuelled by his own unwavering convictions and contradictions, almost certainly compromised much
greater recognition for his work locally, nationally and worldwide. When watching his short films made at the
Pannonia Studio with Dezsô Korniss, for example, this is hugely regrettable. In the banned Monologue (1961),
Kovásznai possesses the playful wit of the Bob Godfrey collage films and the Polish scepticism and aesthetic
irony of Jan Lenica; Metamorphosis (1964), like John Halas’ The Magic Canvas (1948), starts with a statement of
artistic intent, as if Kovásznai is insistent on the understanding of animated expression as a different kind of
film-making; and in Young Man Playing the Guitar at the Old Masters' Gallery (1964) he uses popular and eroti-
cised cultural forms to challenge and parody the embedded ideologies of state-approved or sponsored art,
echoing some of the visual invention and implied critique in the compositions of Norman McLaren and Stan
Vanderbeek. 

In one of his essays, ‘The Philosopher Steinberg’, writing about illustrator Saul Steinberg, Kovásznai
suggests,

The secret behind the Steinbergian art is eventually very simple: in his work, it is the idea
that generates the style, which means that in his opus the dilemma of ‘pressing it or mak-
ing it quiver’ is only a secondary priority. Steinberg is a philosophically inclined master-
mind; his style is philosophy itself. 

The idea of ‘pressing it or making it quiver’ relates to the intensity of the pressure in the pen or brush as indi-
cator of the integrity of the artist and the idea expressed, and further that the very style of expression can carry
with it philosophic principle. Clearly, Kovásznai’s own work is invested with this concept – his own Steinber-
gian line in Mirror Images (1964) and Tales from the World of Art (1965) attests to this, bringing simplicity yet crit-
ical observation to arts culture, and the wider social world he felt inhibited by. It was a social world, however,
that he was eager to imbue in his art.

One of his finest short films, Joy of Light (1965), is reminiscent of the animated films made by Len Lye and
Norman McLaren under the auspices of John Grierson in the 1930s. The great documentarian, Grierson, com-
missioned abstract and experimental films simply because they embodied the freedom of expression that his so-
ciological agenda and commitment to social and economic democracy was informed by. Kovásznai’s work not
merely embodies idea of freedom of expression, but crucially, personal experience, as he once more sought 
to align material reality with aesthetic style and philosophic idealism, all part of his own desire to apprehend
the reality of ‘social realism’ and the ‘modernist’ freedoms it was supposed to represent. In this work, Kovász-
nai properly anticipates the preoccupations of ‘animated documentary’, both engaging with ‘real world’ activity
and politics, and simultaneously, psychological and emotional experience. As Kovásznai himself stresses, 
‘According to our understanding, the word ’experience’ expresses a psychological situation whereby one sud-
denly senses and comprehends something from the surrounding complicated world; a moment when you be-
come overwhelmed by emotion and feel that your life has not been spent in vain’. It is clear that in all 
of Kovásznai’s paintings, films and writings is a desire to capture the immediacy, clarity and feeling of such ex-
perience, but arguably, in his animated films, this is where it is best achieved and observed.
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The City Through My Eyes (1971), Nights on the Boulevard (1972) and Memory of the Summer of ‘74 (1974) are
essentially Kovásznai’s ‘city symphonies’, part of his own imperative to ‘crystallise’ the ‘essence’ of things 
as he perceived them, and the ambition to create an ‘anima vérité’. This is not Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie
Camera (1929) or Jean Rouch’s Chronicle of a Summer (1961), but a hybrid of both; an animated version of the sub-
jective perception of material culture. This more formally translates into the historical focus of Song of the French
Revolution (1973) and his TV series, This is Just Fashion (1976) where documentary fact translates readily into ex-
periential fiction in Kovásznai’s caricatural style. Though it might suggest that Kovásznai lacked a signature
style that defined his authorial credentials – and that, anyway, this was perhaps best represented by his paint-
ing – it is clear that he was absorbing other illustrative and graphic idioms that helped refine both his design and
animation. In this he echoes the cartoonal freedoms suggested in TVC’s Yellow Submarine (1968) and exploited
by Ralph Bakshi in the USA in films like Fritz the Cat (1972), when the American animated cartoon seemed ex-
hausted; and anticipates some of the caricatural iconoclasts of the contemporary era like Jerzy Kucia, Priit Pärn,
Igor Kovalyov and Don Hertzfeldt. Kovásznai’s virtually unseen animated feature, Bubble Bath (1980), best rep-
resents this tendency, seeking to push the boundaries of theme, expression and graphic effects, exploring the
space between the expectations of the ‘cartoon’ and the graphic narrative avant-garde. 

Kovásznai once stressed that ‘Perception in terms of movement, in terms of a series of non-isolated phe-
nomena, is a life philosophy’. In this one observation alone, Kovásznai could have been defining not merely his
own style and outlook, but how animation itself becomes a rhetorical illusionism in the service of the subjec-
tive apprehension of material reality and the socio-cultural zeitgeist. Seemingly embedded in Hungarian 
culture, and unable to properly find the context in which he might best present his work and his own life-long
engagement with the dynamics of both aesthetic and ideological dialectics, Kovásznai is not as known or cel-
ebrated as he should be. Thankfully, this welcome text helps to speak to this anomaly, and will hopefully stim-
ulate further research and recognition.

Professor Paul Wells is Director of the Animation Academy, Loughborough University, UK. He has published
widely in Animation Studies, including his latest book, Animation, Sport & Culture (Palgrave 2014). He is also
an established writer and director in film, TV, radio and theatre, and conducts workshops and consultancies
worldwide based on his book, Scriptwriting (AVA 2007). His most recent documentary is Whispers & Wererabbits: 
Claire Jennings (NMM/AA 2014).
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‘It’s cool to wait’ is the title of a film by György Kovásznai made in 1969. We have waited too long, however,
to discover this painter, filmmaker and theoretician. Now, thanks to Brigitta Iványi-Bitter´s wide-ranging and 
focused research, Kovásznai takes his place within the widening circles of his European and indeed American
contemporaries. Illuminating comparisons and the reproduction of Kovásznai’s own writings, drawings and
related documents add to the richness of this monograph.

The artist’s earliest experiments show him learning lessons from Cézanne and the post-impressionists
at the Art Academy where he studied from 1952 to 1957. His penetrating if melancholic self-portrait of 1956 —
that fateful year in Hungarian history — shows him penned in, yet with a sensitive hand on a sill; a window’s
edge between two worlds. His graphic skills, the ability to capture the complex glance of a labourer in a café
in pen and wash, are particularly striking at this time. 

Then, however, with the move to Komló, and his experience of the harsh life of the miner, something
changed. Although a convinced Marxist, with friends in the Lukács circle, Kovásznai’s disaffection, verbalised
in his play Rio, his dissatisfaction with the quality of his comrades’ lives and the ‘hazy notions and empty
words’ of theory led to a position of sharp critique. Even contemporary, politically-committed modernists such
as Picasso who inspired colleagues and teachers would not do; he dismissed the giant as an ‘elderly Goethe’.
The inspirational turn to caricature, the disjunctions of photomontage and the world of early animated films
in Hungary came together to create an excitingly original œuvre. In the drawings of the Miners series, humour
and exaggeration are added to works which maintain a certain pathos in labour and documentary detail.
Strange perspectives anticipate the zooms and blow-ups of the camera lens; the relation to cartoon and film 
bestow a sense of speed and animation upon each individual drawing. In major oils, like In the Mine (1965)
composed around the blue-lit, circular mine-shaft, these bold, perspectival games and characteristic handling
completely reanimate well-known themes. Kovásznai’s figures, with wiry outlines, curved with muscular 
effort, make a huge contrast to the grimy upright miners in György Dobray’s photographs (their humanist
equivalents, Bill Brandt in Britain or Willy Ronis in France, are well known). Cut and mounted on backgrounds
with almost violent moments of pure colour, particularly red, these men from the past — frozen briefly in
Kovásznai’s animated film — contrast with the aggression and the self-consciously wry, toothy grimaces of his
contemporary worker-heroes. Their energy creates movements whose after-shock is felt in later films: the sense
of militancy, of night-time protests and assaults on adversaries continued.

We must not forget that these were the years of Pop, and the years of Hungarian Pop, so splendidly revealed
in recent exhibitions, where Kovásznai’s Academy contemporaries such as Ilona Keresü also underwent both formal
and political metamorphoses, participating in the spirit of their times. Kovásznai was perfectly acquainted with the
international art and film world, thanks to his job as art editor for the review Nagyvilág. His films dialogued with East-
ern European contemporaries: the late surrealist tendencies of Jan Lenica and Walerian Borowczyk (House, 1958),
Witold Giersz’s splodgy, oil-painted animations (Horse, 1967), or Jan vankmajer in Czechoslovakia, and even fur-
ther from home, the collage films of the American Stan van Der Beck. (One imagines Kovásznai’s fun, cutting and
choosing collage elements with his collaborator, Dezső Korniss in the Pannonia Film Studio from 1961 onwards). In
1967, the artist won a prize in Canada for his Hamlet, and participated in Montreal’s Expo ’67 with its ‘Man and the
World’ theme (his 1966 contribution to the world Expo, Thought, is alas lost). Already, then, an international artist,
could he have believed that at home, his friend and collaborator, László Végh, who provided the concrete music for
his mining film and saved his sound archive, was informing upon him to the authorities from 1958 onwards. Kovász-
nai’s position as both ‘talented’ and ‘tolerated-supported’ artist is explained here.

While earlier films such as Young Man Playing with Guitar (1964) demonstrated a deep love for his Hun-
garian artistic heritage, and he worked with Korniss’s own brightly–coloured, Miro-like abstractions, Kovásznai’s 
own work as a painter continued. His Sci-fi scene (1967) offers a secret wink to ‘high art’ — to the nudes of
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Michelangelo or Pollaiolo’s famous Battle of the Nudes (1465) — as well as a nod to cartoon-heroine Barbarella’s
male entourage, though the sensual handling is far from the flat world of the bande dessinée.

Kovásznai later turned to his city and its daily life. He becomes the epic poet of Budapest, with the im-
mensely evocative Diary (1966), A City through my eyes (1971) or Nights on the Boulevard (1972). His charac-
teristic black grounds not only suggest night life — with its bright neon contrasts — but the very depths from
which his populated universe emerges, and an overall sense of melancholy, tempering his irony and eye for de-
tail. Yet the loss of gravity of his figures — in all senses — offers simultaneously a ‘lightness of being’: we think
of the writings of Milan Kundera in 1960’s Prague. An intensely beautiful black and white photograph, taken
in 1969, shows Kovásznai frowning deep in thought — somewhere in-between Hamlet and Bob Dylan: the
melancholy and the light, contemporary touch come together.

The ‘Eastern European’ artist’s homage to Budapest in fact inscribes the city within the network of cap-
itals across East and West with their interchangeable lovers in cafés, in discos, or taking night-time strolls past
ancient monuments or modern buildings. We are offered a city with its present and its pasts, whose specific 
cultural textures fuse certain unutterable memories with life in the political present.

Kovásznai reached out to not only the West but the Western revolutionary heritage. Ça Ira: The Song of
the French Revoution is a film of perennial appeal, with its sharp-faced painted Voltaire, bloated green Danton, 
heroic Marat, and full-breasted, stripy Liberty. Bright complementary colours and bold, expressionist handling
continue to energise our gaze. The possibility of exhibiting the individual paintings as sequences, in conjunc-
tion with film extracts or seances, goes beyond the parameters of this book; but here we can linger over indi-
vidual portraits, each one an individual moment of creation, as we cannot do when watching a Kovásznai film. 

Though the 1960’s revolution failed in Paris, as had the revolutionary protests in America, Liberté, Egalité, 
Fraternité are Kovásznai’s watchwords.

He is indeed our brother, the brother in Britain for example of the Monty Python’s Flying Circus crew,
with their hilarious, politicised humour and post-surrealist, wildly coloured TV films dating from 1969 to 1974.
And of course, it goes without saying, when politics and the animation of drawings is at stake, he is the brother
of William Kentridge, the South African artist who exhibited with Kovásznai in Budapest in 2011. Kentridge
was himself astonished to find an unanticipated precursor, kindred spirit and political activist, so far from his
own country in far-off ‘socialist’ Hungary. 

Rather than see Kovásznai from the point of view of a Hungarian — an ‘intellectual dandy in Budapest’,
as Lóránd Hegyi has characterised the artist, the view from the outside is one of discovery, analogy, sympathy.
The crossing of genres and periods, Kovásznai’s hybridity and his audacity, once the source of contention,
bring him so close to us: he is our contemporary.

Professor Sarah Wilson (Courtauld Institute of Art, London) is an art historian and curator whose interests 
extend from post-war and Cold War Europe and the USSR to contemporary global art. Recognised as the in-
ternational English-language expert on Post-War European art, including French Stalinism, neo-Marxism and
the arts. Her major publications include: Paris, Capital of the Arts,1900-1968 (Royal Academy, 2002), a substan-
tial livre–catalogue and the standard publication on the subject; Picasso, Marx and Socialist Realism in France, 
Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, 2013; The Visual World of French Theory: Figurations, New Haven and London, 
Yale University Press, 2010; Matisse, Barcelona, Ediciones Poligrafam, 2009
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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION 
TO THE SECOND EDITION

BRIGITTA IVÁNYI-BITTER 

Years ago, when I was able to see György Kovásznai’s complete œuvre for the first time, I was sincerely startled: 
How was it possible that the vein of Hungarian art history canonising the second half of the twentieth

century has omitted this outstanding material? As I set out to research Kovásznai’s hidden œuvre, the scat-
tered pieces of a puzzle slowly started to assemble through the video interviews of friends, colleagues and 
relatives, as well as through the research conducted in archives, libraries and film archives. A uniquely rich
and ramifying lifework materialised in front of my eyes, whose strength is determined by the masterful artis-
tic rendering of a deeply felt life. As I was reading his writings still sitting in a table drawer, and observed his
paintings and drawings, I was fascinated by his sagacity and alertness already detectable from the time he was
in his teens. I was taken by the way his works captured the very essence of this vivid life feeling throbbing in
him and in the Budapest of his time, by which he created an opportunity for the future generations to see the
‘city through his eyes’.

After I took a few initial glances at his paintings, I instantly thought that he could hardly be pigeon-
holed, and presumably this was what generated the suspiciously reigning silence around him. In retrospect, 
I would only like to add that this unclassifiable solitary artist, who never joined any artistic movement, was sim-
ply working with such a degree of freedom that mostly precipitated perplexity and aloofness in the fine arts
field of his time. Today, however, it is exactly this bold and sincerely free ‘language’ that binds the curious fu-
ture generation to him. The puzzle that I aimed to assemble in this book is mainly comprised of paintings that
were wasting away for decades – mostly without titles or dates – in mouldy garages and sheds, as well as of
films hardly shown after his death. 

György Kovásznai worked outside the institutional domain of visual art. In terms of the meta-framework
of the era and in the cultural context that surrounded him, he was categorised as an animation filmmaker.
Owing to his painterly and playwright’s approach, however, both his artistic and cinematic work developed
in a direction that pointed beyond the established branches and mediums of art, with its complexity outgrow-
ing the narrow category of being an animation film director. As a result of the changes that have occurred in
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the institutional, social and cultural-political position of art during the nearly forty decades that have passed
since his death, his œuvre can be studied within the interdisciplinary and multimedia framework of the visual
and cinematic arts. While the strategy that György Kovásznai chose for his art practice was quite exceptional
in his times, it has become more frequent and has been institutionalised by now. Thus, in terms of the present
status of our culture, one could regard the institutional system of visual art as the unified receptive sphere 
of his work, being able to embrace and present the material and the contexts of this complex œuvre both the-
oretically and physically.

In the three chapters based on chronology (1, 3, 5) the reader is introduced to the visual works in the order
of their making. Furthermore, four chapters are centred on a theoretical problem, enabling me to reveal the
system of thought and discourse behind the paintings and pictures. However, the narratives in question have
not been investigated and introduced from every possible point of view in this book, since Kovásznai’s exten-
sive literary legacy would require a book of its own: his novels, plays, short stories and poems would be able
to fill another separate bulky volume.

I paid special attention to the process of recording seemingly mundane details, not just because I am a res-
olute anthropologist, but also because of the joy to be with the artist in the era of the one-time Cold War Budapest,
even if only through thoughts and feelings.

My constructivist approach prompted me to elaborate a complex system of considerations that extended
to film theory, culture theory, cultural anthropology, the history of institutions and ideas, and the history of so-
ciety, in addition to traditional art historical classification.

This publication is special in the sense that in addition to presenting the artist’s paintings and works 
of graphic art, it comprises the entire body of Kovásznai’s cinematic œuvre, as a further undertaking aiming
to rescue a highly valuable material (www.kovasznai.org). As a result of a long, devoted work, which involved
the retouching of negatives that were often in a rather poor condition, all the films were digitalised, thanks 
to the Kovásznai Research Center.



“I have learned to deem spiritual qualities more valuable than
those transitory material ones.”

“In 1956, when meat and bread ration cards were implemented, there was nothing to eat, and suddenly the
news came that a train, packed with food, was stationed at Rákosrendezô [railway station], so the people im-
mediately flocked there from the neighbouring places in order to acquire some food for themselves. Gyuri
[Georgie] also joined the people. Thus, the entire household returned with large, stuffed bags with goose and
bread. Mother asked Gyuri, well son, what did you get a hold of, what are we going to eat? So, Gyuri revealed
a litre bottle of ink, saying that this was all he brought along. Because this was what he needed.”1

Kovásznai’s resolute personality laden with a strong calling for the arts was soon to manifest when, at
the age of fourteen, he announced his family his intention to become a painter at all costs. This meant a con-
siderable ordeal for a family just barely getting by. During the war, his parents (his mother and stepfather) lost
their stylish flat in Zugló (an elegant neighbourhood in the Pest side of the capital), along with their fortune,
so from 1945, the family with three children lived in a one-room apartment (consisting of one common room
and a kitchen perhaps, without a bedroom) in Angyalföld, a traditionally working class district. 

“Those were hard times. Gyuri didn’t even have a winter coat; also for several years, father was surviv-
ing the winters in a trench coat, us girls were sent home from the paper gathering organised by our school, be-

1 The writer’s talk with György Kovász-
nai’s stepsister, Ilona Moizer. Eger, July,
2008. 

1.1. 
EARLY

ENGAGEMENT

FROM THE BEGINNING UNTIL 1957

1.
Self-Portrait, ca. 1950, graphite on
paper, 25 × 22 cm, signed at lower
right, “Kovásznai”

The wedding of his mother 
and stepfather, Budapest, 
23 September 1939

Family vacation (György Kovásznai
in the centre, his younger sister and
mother beside him, and on the other
side his aunt and her children) 
at Lajosmizse, 1950

György Kovásznai at the age of ten,
1944

József Kovásznai, the artist’s 
father, 1933



2 Excerpt from a talk with Ilona Moizer
(B.I.) Eger, July, 2008.
3 It was in 1970 that György Kovásznai
wrote this letter to his stepfather, Árpád
Moizer, whom his mother married in
1939, after her short troublesome mar-
riage (when Kovásznai was five years
old). The letter was made available to
me by Ilona Moizer in 2008, at the time
of our encounter in August. 

cause we only had a light coat on and we were shivering from the cold,” reminisces Ilona Moizer, György
Kovásznai’s younger sister.2 The impoverished father, however, did not give up passing on his extensive clas-
sical erudition to his children. Oftentimes, at the cost of the parents’ even harsher indigence, the three children
were able to frequent classical concerts, museums, and – despite their poverty – they were persistently nurturing
the family’s upper middle class cultural identity established prior to the war. It was with a warm heart that
Kovásznai remembered this when he lovingly said farewell to his stepfather Árpád Moizer in a letter:

I received the first encouragements from you, father, regarding painting and drawing, you were the one to plant a
deep appreciation for art and good taste in me, it was thanks to you that I grew up surrounded by tasteful furniture and
paintings, and that I was able to learn to deem spiritual values higher than those transitory material ones. I also think about
the fact that with what efficiency did you father manoeuvre us through the hardships of war, and the years after the war,
setting an example of tenacious endurance and willpower in the midst of privation. And even under such circumstances,
father, you were able to find time in order to reflect on my paintings, and in fact, your encouragements felt good and pro-
vided me with utter support.3

The encouragement worked its miracles: he did not find the Grammar School with Italian specialisation
satisfying. At the age of fourteen, he wooed his parents to enrol him in a free art school, while from the age of
sixteen he intended to frequent an Art High School specialising in painting. 

“The curse-mannerism is something deeply foreign to art.”

In retrospect, he thought much positively about the free school run by Piroska Szántó and Jenô Béres, consid-
ering their work as a true art pedagogical achievement that prepared students for the fine arts profession with
humanity and love. In fact, he rarely spoke with such appreciation of people in his life. 

I’m thankful both individually and jointly to my Masters, but I have to say that it was my first teacher, Piroska
Szántó, who made a determining and till this day resonating effect on me in the winter of 1949, at the OTI [National So-
cial Insurance Institute] Free School, where as an underage student, I needed my parents’ approval in order to be allowed
to draw nude figures. Here, my teacher was instructing together with Jenô Béres. Piroska was imbued with an inspiring
atmosphere – charm – simply because she was kind enough to lead her students, a few of those young beginners and re-
tired dilettanti, into the Dark Forests as well as to the springs of joy on the bumpy road of artistic creation. Later on,
throughout many years, I was in vain looking for the same charm in my other masters, from the death of Master M.S., the
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Mária Hamvai, György Kovásznai’s
mother, 1956, watercolour on paper, 
32 × 24 cm, unsigned

Mária Moizer, the artist’s younger sister,
1956, watercolour on paper, 32 × 24 cm,
unsigned

Ilona Moizer, ca. 1956, watercolour on
paper, 32 × 24 cm, unsigned

Árpád Moizer, György Kovásznai’s stepfather,
1966, crayon on paper, 32 × 24 cm, signed
and dated at lower right, “Ez az atya! 
[This is Father!] Kovásznai G.Gy., 66-6-3”
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Hungarian art practice was by no means characterised by the divine – Hölderlinian – affability, but
instead, by some crossness, mordancy, savage self-destruction, grieving smothered in pipe-smoke, nar-
row-mindedness, and sedateness. I was never able to decide whether these ‘notable’ characteristics
were the offsprings of bone-crackling and blood-freezing sense of duty or simply the outcome of time-
serving cleverness, or more likely, the profane appropriation of Vörösmarty and Ady’s prophetic rage
against the “Hungarian Wasteland” and upon the cursed Magyar fate, put to practice.

But luckily, Piroska Szántó enlightened me much earlier, making me understand that this
curse-mannerism is something deeply foreign to art, and that the most natural medium of art is – after
all, this is was its raison d’être – gaiety, affability, sunshine, happiness, gracefulness, in other words,
charm; the charm with which she presented us back then, her meek and open-mouthed spiritually
impoverished ones. She opened our eyes to Rippl’s heart-warmingly intimate pastels, in order to ac-
centuate, above all, the tame, tolerant, affable, delicious, humane features of our respectable tradition.
And all this was done during the winter of 1949, Good God!4

“We just didn’t feel up to the asphalt”

His critical attitude, paired with a sense of deep introspection, was further strengthened at
the Art High School. All of this later set the backdrop for the controversial reception of his
artistic œuvre, which was usually followed by wonder and conflict. Between 1950 and 1952,
he spent two inspiring years eagerly preparing for the artistic path at the Art High School,
which was the nationalised legal successor of the Fine Art School (Licée) in 1950. At the
school, Kovásznai specialised in the highly regarded and liked branch of panel/easel paint-
ing under the director of studies Andor Kántor. The talented classmates keeping together
as much in student pranks as in studying were: Ilona Keserü, János Major, József Bartl,
György Kovásznai.

4 György Kovásznai, Charm. Reflections
on Piroska Szántó’s book. Manuscript, Bu-
dapest, 1982. This short essay created in
connection to Piroska Szántó’s book,
Balaam’s Donkey (1982), is a reminis-
cence of the high school years, the pro-
fessors, the colleagues, and Szentendre.

Still-Life, ca. 1952, 30 x 30 cm

The Exam, ca. 1950, watercolour on paper,
19,5 × 20 cm, inscribed at lower right, 
“A vizsga” [The exam]

On the Border, ca. 1951, watercolour on
paper, 28 × 38 cm, unsigned

Still-Life, ca. 1952, 30 x 50 cm

»
Self-Portrait at the age of seventeen, 1951,

oil on canvas, 44 x 31 cm, signed and dated
at lower right, “KG 51”
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György Kovásznai’s high-school class 
before the school-leaving exam, on the
stairs of the National Museum, 
Budapest, in the spring of 1952

Art Academy report card,
dated Budapest, 
1 September 1952

“Two or three mornings in a week we painted, primed canvases and learnt the techniques; drawing was
separately taught by Ferenc Sebestyén. We were able to paint freely without the constraint of any determining
attitude; in fact, we were a happy bunch,” reminisces József Bartl. “Kovásznai was soon to stand out with his
personality, perception of colour and knowledge. He introduced us to the art of Cézanne, Van Gogh and Picasso,
with music and literature, and this knowledge followed us through life. Kovásznai was drawing with a certain
slackness and ease; we were all marvelling at his unique vision of colour.”5

“At that time, the National Gallery’s collection was kept in the Károlyi Palace near the high school.
Kovásznai would snuggle some of his portrait studies into the museum under his coat in order to compare
them to a portrait by Ferenczy or to some other work he found good. From the Hungarian painters we liked
Ferenczy, Rippl-Rónai, while Kántor also drew our attention to Nagy Balogh and Kosztka. We frequented the
Fine Arts Museum and its library. We were exploring the impressionists and the old masters, Raphael, Goya,
and Greco. Cézanne was his god. We surely went a few hundred times to the museum on Sundays to see
Cézanne and the impressionists. By this time, the official critics deemed Munkácsy the utmost example to be
followed, but we refused to give it agency, we did not feel up to the asphalt. Gyurka’s paintings always filled
me with a sense of wonder; for example, the way he would use colour to depict an apple, it was imbued with
life and mass like a sculpture. While painting, Gyurka always whistled tunes of Mozart or Beethoven.”6

»
Still-Life, Study, ca. 1956, watercolour and ink 

on paper, 38 × 25 cm, unsigned

5 The writer’s talk with painter József
Bartl. Budapest, July, 2007.
6 József Bartl, Reflections on György
Kovásznai – Art High School, 1950-1952.
Manuscript, Budapest, 1994.
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Kovásznai reminisces about those years in his essay, Self-Interview: 

“At the art high school’s painting department, Andor Kántor taught the ins and outs of handling pigments, prim-
ing the canvas and observing reality. It was also there that my honourable teacher and school director György Z. Gács, with
his respectable erudition in art education, assured an art-historic continuity during the “Rákosi era“ by overlapping and
transforming the then mandatory naturalist landscape painting with the grand old masters’ grandiose unveiling of real-
ity. In other words, instead of Laktionov and Sándor Ék, he focused our attention on Velazquez, Goya, and Cézanne, and
well, what can I say …he has brought about a joy of creativity, which spared us from the dogmatism of both naturalism
and avant-gardism… and during these significant years he taught us things that we couldn’t have possibly learned any-
where else.”

“Who else were your `fortunate´ classmates?”
“First of all, I think of János Major and Ilona Keserü.”
“How were your works classified at the high school?”
“All the way through our academic years, the three of us were the most eminent students. A year before the entrance

examination to the Art Academy, my high school teachers had informed the professors of the Art Academy, Domanovszky
and Bortnyik, saying that I paint like Gauguin and draw like Dürer.”7

Self-Portrait, ca. 1956, mixed technique on
paper, 38 × 25 cm, unsigned

7 György Kovásznai, Self-Interview.
Manuscript, 1976, p.1.
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Portrait (Dávid Farkas) , ca. 1952, oil on canvas, 
73 x 57 cm (Collection of József Bartl)

Woman against a Red Background, 1952,
oil on canvas, 50 × 40 cm, signed at lower
right, “Kovásznai”
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“Amidst the most rigorous political surveillance thrived 
the most incredible artistic and pedagogical dilettantism.” 

At this time, the Art Academy was imbued with a different atmosphere from that which Kovásznai, admitted
straight from high school, or any of his class mates, would have previously been acquainted with. During the
Rákosi era, the Art Academy was the institution responsible for replenishing the official artistic life function-
ing under the surveillance of a strict party state. This was to the utter surprise of the eighteen-year-old artists:
Maybe we were a bit overly presumptuous in those days, or better said, me and a few of my colleagues I mentioned ear-
lier. We perceived all this as natural, but then it soon dawned on us that this was the end of our merry and innocent high
school times as we found ourselves exposed to a completely different value and thought system...8

“By that time, the Academy was ruled by the atmosphere of strict Munich academism. Here, the bitu-
men was taken quite seriously. We were made to draw a single gypsum head with a sharp pencil for three
weeks. It was only in the second semester that we were allowed to draw with coal. It was difficult for Gyurka
[Georgie] to come to terms with this Munich mentality, no Van Gogh, no Cézanne. One would be met with sus-
picious looks once reading books of such content.9 Not only József Bartl, but also János Major evoked similar
memories about his close friendship with Kovásznai, lasting until 1960, and their mutual school experiences:
“I regarded him as highly as my paragon with whom I shared a common ground. I always imagined that the
two of us were like Goethe and Schiller, only I did not know who was which. While we were friends, I got to
know and learn everything about the world through Gyurka; the very awkward and helpless boy as I was, I
would never have dared to go alone to those places he frequented. Already, at a reasonably young age, Gyurka
had a well rounded education; it was from him that I learnt about the impressionists and Cézanne. I have a
favourite anecdote in regard to this10: “One day we went to the Fine Arts Museum with Gyurka, as he had an
idea that we should look at the prominent masters again, but this time comparing them to his own paintings.
Before we entered the museum, he hid one of his paintings under his coat and then we stopped before a
Cézanne painting – where luckily, the guard was unable to see us. He took out his painting and bid it against
the masterpiece. I was cheering for Cézanne, for his painting to win. But Gyurka kept reasoning until his paint-
ing actually seemed more superior to that of Cézanne. I’ll never forget this. He was so inventive to think of such

1.2. 
ART ACADEMY:
1952–1957

A Moustached Man, 1952, oil on canvas, 
73,6 × 57 cm, signed at lower right, “KOVÁSZ”

8 Kovásznai ca. 1976. p. 2.
9 The writer’s interview made with

painter József Bartl. Budapest, July,
2007.
10 József Bartl recounted the same anec-
dote.



2 4



2 5
F R O M  T H E  B E G I N N I N G  U N T I L  1 9 5 7

a thing. However, he was also inventive in painting and had a good sense of humour, as he was always telling
a lot of jokes and kidded around. Gyurka was extremely talented, not only as a painter but also as a writer.
Somehow, the era stifled his talent, maybe it was altogether impossible to succeed with such a complex talent.”11

“György Kovásznai was my closest friend. He was a genius compared to others. Well informed about the
questions of art, but most of all, he was an extremely unique spirit. He carried me, or more likely, dragged me
along with him.”12 Not only Major and Bartl, but also Ilona Keserü considered Kovásznai to be one of the most
talented artists.13

Kovásznai was unable to comply with the curriculum developed under the Rákosi regime’s cultural/ed-
ucational policy. During the Stalinist dictatorship, not only the Academy, but also the art scene in general, was
expected to serve and do justice to the prevalent propaganda art under the banner of socialist realism. The
Moscow ukase prescribed realism and the national tradition as the compulsory model to be followed; this is how
19th-century Hungarian realism and Mihály Munkácsy became the invariable protagonists of the official art
scene. It is worth noting the different layers of signification comprising this certain realism, since it was only
superficially supported by the easily acceptable ideology of clarity. 

Meanwhile, the nature of representation was nonetheless determined by the party (see the list of sug-
gested themes for the orientation of artists in the magazine, Free Art, published in 195014); thus this ensured the
control over the depiction of reality. At the Academy, they taught the students what the acceptable themes were
and how they could be accurately executed. By the end of the first year, Kovásznai already understood that this
education had no agency whatsoever. He voiced his objection in an openly provocative manner: The Tragedy of
the Freshman, his genre-like play unmasking the Academy professors, was presented in the Academy’s ban-
queting hall in the spring of 1953.15 The play was entertaining but also offensive to many, so it was only pre-
sented twice as mock ceremony for the first-year students. The roles were played by Kovásznai’s classmates. 

The play begins with the school director’s speech:16

11 The writer’s talk with János Major,
October, 27, 2007 (On the occasion of
János Major’s exibition opening at the
Petôfi Literary Museum, Budapest).
12 István Hajdu’s interview with János
Major, 1997.
13 The writer’s talk with Ilona Keserü,
September 30, 2007.
14 Szabad Mûvészet [Free Art], 1950/1-2,
p. 60–61.
15 The Tragedy of Man, a seminal poetic
drama by Imre Madách from 1859 is
considered one of the poetic works of
Romanticism dealing with universal
problems of humankind. In 1913, this
prominent play was re-written by an-
other prominent Hungarian writer,
Frigyes Karinthy, who imbued the mo-
mentous historical periods in the play
with humorous and ironic overtones
(The Tragedy of the Little Man). This re-
vised drama became a popular genre
from the 1930s; thus, Kovásznai resorts
to the same form in order to ridicule the
history and the ruling situation at the
Fine Art Academy. 
16 Translator's note: Translations of ex-
cerpts from Kovásznai's body of literary
work are only illustrations, and were by
no means meant as official poetic trans-
lations.

«
Self-Portrait, Kovásznai’s Mother from Profile, and
Hand Studies, ca. 1956, watercolour and ink on paper,
25 × 38 cm, unsigned

Invitation to the second performance of
the play, The Tragedy of the Freshman
(“Introductory for New Colleagues”), 
dated Budapest, 1 September 1952
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BORTNYIK:
The dark mist of the past still lingers
here,
The extinct past engulfed in dark sepul-
chre,
The past of chaos and confusion where,
Oh loathsome misery, was breeding what 
You know as formalism, poor history!
Distorted was the face of art and grim,
Without a human, oh misty clouds and haze,
To venture forth and hit upon new ways.
May he be cursed! To the hell with him!

CHORUS:
T...�
To the hell with him!

BORTNYIK:
Should they discern a patch of green so
pale, 
They rushed for blue and soaked the canvas
through,
Racking their brains: oh what a common-
place 
To have the nose above the lips, 
So let’s put it on the hips
And stick the navel in its place.

The devil argues with the director as follows:

LUCIFER:
The spirit of individual freedom
And the phantom of modernity am I, 
I came to negate and deny,
Not to spend time with empty talk.

BORTNYIK:
Negation? Is that all you know?
Make a drawing if you can.
I ban you from this house and
Be happy as a clam 
If you may save your skin.

Lucifer is trying to woo Adam, the first-year student:

ADAM:
Mr. Bortnyik, give me strength to compose,
Is it tone or light under the nose?

Lucifer:
What is art, after all? Would you know?
Art is unlimited, bondless freedom,
Squatting, reclining, dancing to your
daddy, 
Throwing snowballs in the summer paddy,
A pocket full of posies and manure of the
horses, 
Distanced substance, 
Paintings, statues by the dozens,
Embroidered muzzles on the brothers,
Underwater portrait of your mothers, 

Triangular clouds over meadows,
Auntie Suzy behind huge walls, 
Triangles and pentagons, quadrangles and
hexagons
One after the other, queuing up for butter
cakes and rolls!
Can’t you gather from my voice, what a
ridiculous task you have undertaken, my
poor thing? Come with me, I will take you
to a more edifying location�

A while later, after Adam is scared out of his wits by the
Registrar’s Department:

ADAM:
Ah, Lucifer, please tell me why it is so
That the office, an unavoidable evil,
Is made so cumbersome and numinous,
With severity and sneaking insinuation,
Cops-and-robbers terror and malicious joy
To replace humanness?

LUCIFER:
It’s high time you open
Your sad and dreamy eyes, 
Can’t you see, my little fool,
They are enemies of yours?

Kovásznai did not only choose to mock the Academy but also
the artists’ main patron, the Picture Gallery National Com-
pany, which was presented with great irony in scene seven: 

/Picture Gallery National Company. Counter.
People standing in line. Grand Juror who
collects the paintings. Adam is standing in
queue, with Lucifer at his side.
CHORUS OF THE QUEUERS:

To the counter, to the counter,
Let’s make our way to the counter,
Our work is promising,
Hear the money tinkling,
We have left no canvas empty,
Mass-produced is every entry,
Tractors, buildings, railway stations,
Kept in line with expectations,
Edifying every inch.
Quality? Don’t you worry,
If you painted all through summer,
Just line up here, to this counter!
Long live the National Company!

A BEARDED MAN /TO A MADE-UP WOMAN/:
And why are you jostling? When did you get
here?

MADE-UP WOMAN:
I have been here since 1950.
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SOMEBODY:
That long ago?

MADE-UP WOMAN:
Yes, only, at times I would go to Csepel17

to paint...
THE BEARDED:

Csepel, Csepel...Are there any sheep in
the sunset?

MADE-UP WOMAN:
No, there are no such things. In Csepel
there is “The car factory on the Side of
the Danube”, in Csepel there is the “First
of May in the Királyerdô forest,” in 
Csepel there is the “Comrade Muszka Get-
ting out of the Fast Train,” and in Csepel
there is the “Portrait of István
Szodorai.”

THE BEARDED /DUMBLY/:
So there are no sheep.

MADE-UP WOMAN:
If you go there, there will be. 

BEARDED /WAVING AROUND/:
What kind of a language is that? I beg
your pardon! I would like to see what you
painted before the liberation. Women play-
ing guitar with their breasts hanging over
the strings! I know your shades of pink!
Aren’t you Mária Szántó? You used to paint
orchids in in-laid flower-pots.

ADAM:
Lucifer, I’m in such a dilemma.

LUCIFER:
What’s the matter, darling?

ADAM:
Are...are these the bearers of the social-
ist culture? 

LUCIFER /MOCKINGLY/:
What is socialist culture?
What is socialist realism?
From the enemy of Holy Individualism
They named their boxes,
As a stifle for inspiration.

GRAND JUROR /TO ADAM/:
Well colleague, let’s see: what did you
bring?

ADAM /SHOWS IT/:
Here you go.

GRAND JUROR:
I need the title, it’s most important.

ADAM:
Why should it be baptised? It is clear
that
The painting carries a sense of feeling
and life in it.

GRAND JUROR:
The title please, we are in a hurry!

The dimensions are to follow, it is very
easy.

ADAM:
Well, anyone could see from a mile
The female bricklayer’s lovely smile.

GRAND JUROR /TAKING OUT A NOTEBOOK/:
So, a bricklayer girl. And smile, ha?
What could we do without her? /He is look-
ing up the word in the notebook/.
Blooming Fields, Boardroom with Comrades,
Boilermakers at Work, Bolsheviks, Brick-
layers, Ah, I’ve got it. Bricklayer girl!
Let me see /He starts gabbling./
”The bricklayer girl as an obligatory
figure at construction sites. Good spir-
ited and roaring laughter is what keeps
her going. An optimistic forehead, on
which blond hair shines in the sun; fiery
red blouse and ultramarine boiler-suit
complement her snow-white teeth. A yellow
folding yardstick over her left breast is
an essential element to complement her
colours; she stands in the background, be-
hind symmetrically heaped mounds of sand.
Above her head, two fleecy clouds smile at
one another; behind her back, sinewy-
necked bricklayers move to the momentum of
good working spirit. On hearing the sound
of the steam horn, the foreman is filled
with exhilarating passion for life, and he
straightens his back, just for a moment,
to wave farewell to a white dove in
flight. The usual dimensions are 2 x 1,5
m, or at least 170 x 30 cm. The theme
lends itself to placement in public
spaces, office waiting-rooms as well as
table-tennis halls.”
Now then, let me see the picture. Hmm.
Well, well. First of all, this is too
small. Secondly, this woman does not smile
at all. There is some smile in her eyes,
but none on her lips, let alone a roaring
laughter. As to the colours, it does not
look like it was painted in the summer,
and moreover, I can only see three people
in the background� This is not how things
should be. Take it home as it is, paint it
in double size, and don’t spare the vivid,
reddish and bright colours!

See you later!

17 Csepel is a large island in the
Danube, south of Budapest, a working
class borough with industrial com-
plexes. The "Red Csepel"’ workers were
“the mythical avant-garde of the prole-
tariat” during the communist era.



2 8

Self-Portrait, ca. 1957, 
watercolour on paper, 43 × 31 cm, unsigned

Self-Portrait, ca. 1957, 
watercolour on paper, 43 × 31 cm, unsigned
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Study of a Nude, 1956, oil on cardboard, 
35 × 25 cm, unsigned



3 0

It becomes obvious from the play’s overtones, written at the age of nineteen, that already at the end of
the first year, Kovásznai understood that his “masters” will hardly be able to provide him with the knowledge
he was seeking. This is how he reminisced about these experiences two decades later:

“You were kept on a short leash...”
“But this wasn’t the problem. I would have loved it if they have had me on a short leash, as I’m able to be manically

diligent, and find hard discipline reviving...This was about something completely different... Instead of being kept on a short
leash, they mauled us about; the masters enjoyed a total autocracy, although – with all due respect to the exceptions – they
were unworthy of any professional title... It was a hell of a story... A hundred times more talented professors would not
have been able to find their way in this overly complicated moment in art history. Amidst the most rigorous political sur-
veillance thrived the most incredible artistic and pedagogical dilettantism.”

“Thus, would you all together discredit the art pedagogy of the fifties?”
“Not in the least. I completely agree with my former colleagues, that we, who suffered the most in that art acad-

emy (even though coming from the art high school, our marks in professional subjects were better than average) were not
wasting our time there. Even the professors, such as Fónyi, Kádár, also Sándor Ék, not to mention Bernáth and Barcsay,
were all smitten with a sense of stubborn, often rigid and distorted, almost touching devotion – excuse me for my some-
what pretentious phrasing … To what end?… For the sake of unveiling reality, the unfolding of the spectacle, the phe-
nomenon, and all this for the sake of unravelling the essence, this being a kind of avid obsession: to stick to the model, inch
by inch, progressing nuance by nuance, to develop, to refine and to perfect, and finally to bring the study to the highest
state of identification with the model. This was just as much a categorical imperative and an Archimedean point as the
epoch’s unquestionably simplified, schematised and forced social agendas… The aim was right and magnificent, but the
methods were tragically primitive.”

“Sounds like in retrospect you think of those schematic times with a sense of nostalgia…”
“Ha-ha-ha, yes, certainly there is something to that, as it is always with a sense of softness that one recalls periods

in one’s life when things seemed so innocently simple…There was, nevertheless, in this predominantly bad art education
a latent ingenuity… How could I put it … You see, the eyes of the art students had to be cemented onto the model … The
students were not to move away from the model … they had to watch… If they couldn’t go on and felt like escaping, they
were chased back …and their nose thrust into the model… If they turned away, they were hit on the head and forced to
turn back to the model… If they stepped back to acquire some distance from the model, they were kicked back closer…
Even if they could no longer breathe, it didn’t matter… and then the student comrade was either suffocated… ha-ha-ha…
the poor wretch…”

“Or?”
“Ha-ha-ha, or… developed gills… in the midst of this misery, developed and grew a peculiar, shortwave antenna

out of their flesh… 
“And you? Did you also grow that?”
“Ha-ha-ha-ha, have you ever heard of Husserl? Yes, the philosopher Husserl… Well, it would be a bit long to go into

this now… Any given segment of reality is a model for phenomenological inquiry… “
“And?”
“Ha-ha-ha-ha, no, no… the painter should be dumb, as Károly Lyka would say: the painter should be dumb, or else,

he's going to be slapped, ha-ha-ha…”18

At the end of his first year, Kovásznai was recommended to leave his specialisation in painting, while they
intended to transfer him to the graphic art department. One of the reasons for this was his play mentioned ear-
lier in this chapter; on the other hand, as a pupil of the Fónyi class, he chose to paint with clean colours, while he
was trying to negate the mandatory use of the greyish colour scale in the Fónyi class. All of his classmates would
recall the anecdote, according to which, as a sign of his contempt, Kovásznai would often remark of Fónyi that
“if one brings an apple into Fónyi’s class, by the end of it even that would turn grey.” At that time, the sfumato was
raging among the students; many of them used asphalt as a base. That was in vogue.19

During the September of 1953, Kovásznai wrote a letter to the rather authoritative director of studies
about his transfer to the Graphic Art Department:

Dear Director of Studies, 
From your letter, sent on July 30th, I was informed that you transferred me to the Graphic Art Department. The

measures taken in this case have resulted in my utter disappointment, more so because my studies at the Art High School
and the year spent at the Academy firmly assured me that I was on the road to become a painter. In my case, this is not a
fleeting idea but a long germinating decision. 

18 Kovásznai ca. 1976. p. 2. 
19 A talk with painter József Bartl. Bu-
dapest, July, 2007.
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If there is a way, would you please allow me to continue my specialisation in painting? Please take into consider-
ation my paintings made at the art colony in Karcag.20

He was granted to continue his second year of studies in Fónyi’s class, but as time went on, he could hardly
bear to subject himself to this master–pupil relation in a class where he was unable to value his professors. 

“From early on I realised that nobody was able 
to influence me pedagogically; I was usually 
always well-mannered and perfectly stubborn.”

In 1954, his constant confrontations with Fónyi’s expectations and his voiced views on painting led him to pur-
sue his studies at the Liberal Arts College, but he did not gain permission into the program. He was unable to
feel one with the atmosphere and the ruling mentality at the Art Academy. He was yearning for more viable ex-
periences; this is why he decided to leave. This is the way he expressed this in a letter: “To gather real experi-
ence from the proletariat.” From August 1954, he worked in the mines as a trammer and hewer up until the
spring of 1955; then moved back to Budapest, and for months he continued living as a factory worker. This
yearning to physically become one with the so-called proletariat, this type of committed and eager pursuit of ex-
perience was hardly at all characteristic of Kovásznai’s contemporaries, especially the artists. These types of in-
dividualistic life-paths became more frequent at the end of the 1960s, due to the ideological resonances of 1968.
Kovásznai’s committed Marxism, curiosity, and his belief in the possibility of ‘socialism with a human-face’ (this
is the original terminology) was the strongest in 1954, up until when he finally experienced the miners’ disillu-
sioning quotidian reality. Two decades later, while reminiscing about those years, he thoroughly explains the rea-
sons for his seemingly eccentric decision: At the end of the second year, with a high average in my report card I went
to the registrar’s office and announced that I do not intend to continue my studies at the Academy... Are you interested to
hear further?...I was intrigued by the proletariat, I had an incessant yearning for the proletariat as for an ideal that was al-
ways being referred to, but from which we were completely isolated – just as from real life – at the hermetically sealed Acad-
emy, except for a few clumsily organised field trips to factories. [...] But at that time, as an Academy student I would have
expected them to wisely nurture this belief and enthusiasm that developed in me. And here comes perhaps the most impor-
tant thing I would like to say: I expected to get from society something more avant-garde than the Western avant-gardism,
something more novel from the Western novelties. This, however, I did not get; so I was overcome by a wild hunger for life,
which was somehow connected with the fact that I fell in love with the working classes and, slightly madly yet sympathet-
ically, I thought that if I had immersed myself into the life of the factories, mines, and industrial units, through personal ex-
perience, thrown directly into the everyday dimensions of the workers, circulating in concrete life, and acquiring real,
human, working connections – if I had come into contact with the Real Model – well, then my anyway truly logical and
correct presumptions would have surely proven to be true and I would have taken part in an art school that was finally more
avant-garde than the avant-garde, and more novel than any novelty.”21 (To be further elaborated in the second chap-
ter.)

It was during the time he spent in the mines that Kovásznai, at the age of twenty, began to concern him-
self seriously with Marxism and the analysis of the interrelatedness of socialist art and the avant-garde tradi-
tion. During this time he kept a correspondence with Aurél Bernáth, whom he deemed the most respectable
among the artists teaching at the Academy. Aurél Bernáth was one of the most prominent, but also somewhat
contradictory, figures of the Academy and the contemporary artistic milieu. His firm attitude against abstract
art, his affiliations with the leftist movements before the war, his considerable professional knowledge and his
loyalty to the system made him apt for the title of Head of Department after 1945, when the Academy was re-
instated. His name always came up during larger state commissions; for example, in 1952–53, together with
Szônyi, he was commissioned to create monumental mural paintings at the newly built Népstadion (People’s
Stadium) subway station. On the one hand, his public appearances were marked with a determined, overt cri-
tique of contemporary West-European artistic trends, and on the other, he was most supportive and loyal to his
“modernist” students at the Academy.22 For the twenty-year-old Kovásznai, Bernáth represented an idealised
connection to a prospective sympathetic – softer – sphere of Hungarian art scene, which at that time, appeared
to be the sole acceptable alternative toward pursuing an artistic career. In October 1954, in a letter to Bernáth,

20 The original letter was preserved by
József Bartl. 
21 Kovásznai, ca.1976, p. 3–4. 
22 György Szûcs, “Így jöttem. Altorjay
Sándor indulása” [The Way I Got Here.
How Sándor Altorjay Started]. Altorjai
Sándor (2003: Budapest, Mûcsarnok –
Elsô Magyar Látványtár) Hungarian
Academy of Sciences – Research Insti-
tute for Art History, Budapest 2003. Oc-
casioned by Sándor Altorjai’s
retrospective exhibition. 
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he writes the following:

“Contemporary Hungarian art keeps gesturing ahead, 
while limping backwards.”

The most considerable fault of art pedagogy is that it does not provide the students with perspective. I want to be honest with
you, Master: You are the only leading figure in our contemporary art scene. Of course, you can afford to do it because of
your vast knowledge. […]

Master, many from the generation after Derkovits and Attila József intend to continue the work of their grand
predecessors with true faith and fervour. It solely depends on them
if they are to follow, while there were never so few living paragons
as now. […]

I’m writing and reading at the moment. I’m also mining, but
it serves me well, since I spend every moment among the people,
amidst a rain of experiences. And a future writer is in a great need of
this. [...] I have only been working here for three months and already
wrote ten short stories. Besides, I took over all the local libraries, and
my friends from the Liberal Arts College in Budapest are also send-
ing me the newest books and the best topics of debate. I am trying to
catch up with things. [...] You, Master, got all the way to Petôfi, while
the most of us got till Attila József (I don’t know your views on this
subject), but we are incapable of surpassing Attila József. 

We would need to keep awakening the sensibility of a com-
mon faith, and beyond ensuring complete artistic freedom, we also
need to establish appropriate forums for those whom `God allowed to
bemoan their sorrow!´

As Attila József said: `Weigh yourself with the universe!´ 23

Passion is what contemporary art lacks the most.
Sometimes one would like to see the face of Hungarian art in

the second half of the twentieth century. But it is covered by mist or
some kind of a heavy fog, so that without a certain degree of famil-

iarity, one would think it is bespectacled and has expressionless fish-like eyes, it is motionless while screaming, it flings
about in the air with its wilted hands, and it is gesturing ahead, while limping backwards...

We need to be careful to keep the interaction between life and art healthy and vivid. And everything will work out.
We need to help socialism so that it can help the artists in return. [...]

Colour and form, colour and form – this is the rhythm my classmates follow. Do something to stop this!
They believe that those who would be able to conceive a monumental ideological work are unwilling to do so, while

those who would want to, alas, are not apt enough. This is why they feel discouraged. 

Cabbage Field with Trees, Study, ca. 1953, 
oil on canvas, 19 × 35 cm, unsigned

Soldier, ca. 1951, watercolour and ink 
on paper, 40 × 55 cm, unsigned

23 Trans. by Michael Beevor. In: Attila
József: Poems. Ed. Thomas Kabdebo. (Lon-
don: The Danubia Book Co., 1966).
24 György Kovásznai’s first letter to Aurél
Bernáth. The sender’s address in the letter
was: György Kovásznai, 1, Voroshilov
Road, Workers’ hostel, Second Floor 21.
The correspondence was preserved in the
MTA manuscript archive.
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They need life! They need to indulge in elaborating the staff of life and different themes!24

His next letter was written from a different mine in December 1954:
I’ve transferred to Tokod, it is closer to Budapest, although I would live in Paris most of all. Once the danger of war

is over, I shall concentrate all my liberated energy on clarifying what human responsibility entails in this life. In fact,
there are no positive or negative heroes, good or bad, blue, red or yellow, only the ones with reflexes that depend on their
environment. But nonetheless, it is essential to hold ourselves responsible.

It is with such versatility that Picasso depicts humans and life, just as they are. I believe, this sensibility will be the
basis of the upcoming socialist art. 

During the spring of 1955, Kovásznai returned to Budapest from the mines where, according to the ac-
counts of his friends, he wrote close to thirty short stories. Only a few of these manuscripts survived. These lit-
erary works are the proof that Kovásznai thoroughly investigated the effectiveness of the proletarian ideology
in everyday reality. But at the same time, this did not result in his disappointment with Marxism at all. Not yet,
though he was more readily tormented by bad premonitions about the general political atmosphere after
Stalin’s death. His poem, Toward 1955, voices the premonition of a new war, the feeling of solitude, the indi-
vidual’s desertedness within society, and the sensitive artist’s melancholy evoked by the ignorance of the masses
as well as the prevalent fear of the Cold War. This poem, which Kovásznai sent along with some others to Aurél
Bernáth when he moved back to Budapest, was preserved by Aurél Bernáth.

Security was here; now it’s gone.
No one talked of it in the street, 
slowly they walked home 
to retire for the night.
Drops of mist fell into the narrow tree laps. 
[…]
Radioactive blood: spurting and bursting,
It is you that gushes from our mouths instead of speech…
Reasoning and arguments
we have given enough
always ready for compelling reasoning.25

In May of 1955, he approached Bernáth to help him enter the third year of studies at the Fine Arts Acad-
emy. He wrote the following letter to him:

If they take me back, from ‘55/56, I’ll be, once again, a student of painting (third year).
My practice, memories, and my unchanging determination call for this specific genre of expression. I’m obstinate

in my diligence and determination.
In the course of this year, I have strengthened my Marxist world-view; I would easily confront any quasi-Marxist

bluff. My temper and experiences would make me surpass the limits of `X.Y. Master’s Correcting´, the `Mother in the
Kitchen´, or `The Homecoming of the Student Labourer´.

Of course, it’s not about the thrilling, colourful illustration of miner stories, but about colours and forms, faces and
the city: a new interpretation of the motifs of my environment. 

In the autumn of 1955, with the help of Bernáth, he once again enrolled in the Fine Arts Academy, join-
ing Bernáth’s class. Although, at the end of his fourth year, shortly before graduation, in the summer of 1957,
he was thrown out of school due to unsatisfactory marks. 

This is how he reminisces about this event in a later biography: Bernáth was utterly surprised that he had no
influence over me whatsoever. During his practice of many decades he had never encountered such a case. Half jokingly he
warned his students not to listen to me, as I was Satan incarnate. But at the same time, he urged me to paint the way I wanted
to, and promised to cover for me. But what shiny example of gentlemanly spinelessness he demonstrated when, during the
distribution of final marks, he cowardly retreated in front of Domanovszky and others, so as a result, I was kicked out.26

The most viable reasons for his expulsion from the Academy were due to his rejection of the contempo-
rary art pedagogy, his harsh critique of the nonsensical Zhdanovian aesthetic imperatives, and his constant
opposition and arguments with the professors.

It is from a fragment from his writing, Self-Interview, that we can understand more closely Kovásznai’s

25 Fragments from the poem entitled,
Toward 1955, preserved among the cor-
respondences of Aurél Bernáth. MTA
Manuscript Archives.
26 Curriculum Vitae. 19 September 1962.
Written for the Pannonia Film Studio
on his employment.
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Miners. 1955-65, mixed technique on paper (included in his film The Joy of Light,
1965), irregular trapezoid format, approx. 18 × 23 cm, unsigned

Miners. 1955-65, mixed technique on paper (included in his film The Joy of Light,
1965), irregular trapezoid format, approx. 18 × 23 cm, unsigned

Miner Working in the Mine Tunnel, 1955-65, mixed technique on paper 
(included in his film The Joy of Light, 1965), 31 × 42 cm, unsigned

Miner, 1955-65, mixed technique on paper 
(included in his film The Joy of Light, 1965), 22 × 31 cm, unsigned
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views about this period:
“Well, of course, I was full of speculative nonsense! But from whom could I have expected an answer?... From

whom could we – talented classmates – have gotten an answer?...From poor Mr. Fónyi, who painted those wretched pic-
tures?... Or from poor master Barcsay, who altogether sidetracked the drawing class ...”

“Barcsay?”
“Uh-huh, Barcsay. Barcsay and his atelier anatomy. The unfortunate drawing as such, as professional knowledge

objectified into a thing, the workshop-bonelets and the workshop-muscles, orthopaedic shoemaker’s workshop, the corpus,
as lecture hall phenomenon…. my friend, reality was cooked and presented as de-concretised soap. He sidetracked the kids
in one shot!… And yet, the old man was good, I still love him, I’m still grateful to him… He helped, and certainly not only
me, to launch our antennae, if we didn’t want to drown among the common draperies, the stained cubes and the bones that
belonged to a crypt! Those disgusting graphite studies with their black-lead lustre, those unhappy Barcsay-women and men
in their own cruel clumsiness, which would count as excruciatingly badly drawn figures even if they were meant as pup-
pet-theatre puppets! […] These statically defective formal complexes crippled everyone who came anywhere in their vicin-
ity. Mule forms, you see, mule forms.”

“What do you mean by mule forms?”
“God forgive me, the mule forms come into being precisely due to a lack of philosophical clarity. The problem itself

is extremely complicated. If I remember well, Lajos Németh writes in his brilliant essay in the memorial album, `Csontváry–
Anno 1975,´ that Csontváry strived to reconcile the sensualist axiom with the concept of the idea… […]”

“[…] The Renaissance idea conception finally crumbled to pieces under 19th-century positivism. In Csontváry, it
was just this that was unprecedented and fantastic, that even with the passing of universal faith, he behaved as if univer-
sal belief still existed, upon which a monumental œuvre could be constructed. And with this, naturally, he humbled his
contemporaries, who – in an understandable defence – ridiculed him.”

“But let us return to Barcsay…”
“All right. Most importantly, the practice of drawing – professional knowledge – can be derived from two sources.

Either from universal faith, i.e., on the basis of the idea conception, which implies a collective ideal; or on the basis of a non-
collective, individual-sensualistic, positivistically–individualistically solitary venture of discovery. Perhaps I would mod-
ify Lajos Németh’s extremely profound train of thought only in that the idea conception did no simply flow into
19th-century academism. What actually happened was that from the idea was formed, or more precisely, was deformed,
the so-called “professional” knowledge, the paraphernalia of whose establishment was ensured by an academic curriculum,
which in turn, was based on the pedagogical foundation of natural studies and figure drawing, which however, contrary
to its own idealistic origins, is sensualistic–naturalistic. The result – Lajos Németh, I believe, is again completely right –
is academic eclecticism. And it was precisely Barcsay who would become its later practitioner. Thus, if I dare to speak to
you about atelier anatomy and mule visual art, I don’t do it out of disrespect, but rather because I feel bitterness for the
reason that in our revolutionary era, an antiquated and orthopaedic ideal, an ideal alienated from life, a pseudo-professional
ideal was inflicted on a series of generations.”

György Kovásznai and his best friend 
and academy fellow student Sándor Juhász
(to the right), 1957



“We have to concern ourselves a great deal 
with politics and that in a proper manner.”

Twenty years after the democratic change took place in Hungary, we necessarily consider the attitude of the 1950’s
emerging generation to modernism from a perspective that is different from the way they defined their relation
to it, whether they referenced it as Marxism or humanism, or perchance as Western decadence or technocratism.
From the distance of all these years, we have to posit that modernism can be conceived as an invariant of the
Cold- War era. Whether one speaks of its Eastern or Western version or of the prestige of science and an unchal-
lenged belief in the necessity of development, the crucial elements of modernism served as key points of refer-
ence in both “halves of the field”; the fabric of culture was produced within this paradigm here as well as there. 

In the epoch following modernism, the outcome of the Cold-War era’s cultural competition is regarded
from a different critical position than back in those years. What makes this issue so relevant? First of all, since
Kovásznai was concerned with the legacy of modernism throughout his life, by exploring his approach to it,
one may gain a clearer idea of his artistic position as well. On the other hand, any artistic output during the so-
cialist regime should also be interpreted according to its relation to modernism. How can we reconstruct
Kovásznai’s approach to art? What domain of references did he employ in his contemplation about art?

2.

2.1. 
THE STUDY

PERSPECTIVE

THE MEETING OF MARXIST AND MODERNIST
UTOPIAS IN KOVÁSZNAI’S WORK

György Kovásznai, 1972
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Kovásznai’s relation to modernism cannot be unequivocally described as that of acceptance or refusal.
While at times he uncritically internalised the position of an avant-garde artist, at other times he strongly
negated this position. In order for us to clearly see such a wavering distance between himself and the modernist
artist’s position, let us examine what the credo of the avant-garde artist consists of. As Rosalind Krauss con-
tends, “The avant-garde artist has worn many guises over the first hundred years of his existence: revolution-
ary, dandy, anarchist, aesthete, technologist, mystic. He has also preached a variety of creeds. One thing only
seems to hold fairly constant in the vanguardist discourse and that is the theme of originality. (…) More than
a rejection or dissolution of the past, avant-garde originality is conceived as a literal origin, a beginning from
ground zero, a birth.”1 Kovásznai’s relationship to the concept of originality, of uniqueness, cannot easily be de-
termined. One should just think of his frequent practice of utilising earlier works as quotations, like, for in-
stance, the expansive series of paintings he made for his film Ça Ira: The Song of the French Revolution, which is
a remake of the French Impressionist topics and method of painting in a more expressive form. One cannot

clearly state that he would strive to mark out a radical zero point in his own works, in rejection of traditions.
Both in his films and his paintings, he explicitly marks his relation to different traditions. At the same time, this
relationship is often intertextual, whereby the indexed period/style/artwork of the past becomes the subject
of his own interpretation, which he attracts to himself through an alienating gesture, simultaneously marking
its place in relation to himself. Kovásznai does not uncritically identify himself with what Krauss names as the
two fundamental functions of the avant-garde – namely, the illusion of the artist’s originality and the illusion
of the original state of the painterly surface; on the contrary, Kovásznai’s intertextual and intermedial practice
may most often be viewed as a postmodern gesture. In her exploration of the avant-garde as a historical con-
struction, Krauss regards the deconstruction of the modernist notion of origin, like the discourse of the copy, a
postmodern position, which is sharply distinguished from the modernist practice. She draws our attention to
the fact that we examine the relationship to modernism from the direction of the postmodern, which acts “to
void the basic propositions of modernism, to liquidate them by exposing their fictitious condition”.2 It is
through a similar gesture of distancing that Adorno contributes to the interpretation of the relation to mod-
ernism, prompting to examine the decisive influence of the historical and social space surrounding the art prac-

1 Rosalind E. Krauss, The Originality of
the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist
Myths (Cambridge, Massachusetts –
London, England: The MIT Press, 1985),
157.
2 Ibid., 170.

Socialist Industrial Landscape, 
ca. 1950, oil on canvas, 
32 × 46 cm, unsigned
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tice. “Art can be understood only by its laws of movement, not according to any set of invariants. It is defined
by its relation to what it is not,” Adorno wrote.3 “…we need to acknowledge that the constituent components
of the concept of art are made up of `a historically changing constellation of elements.´”4 For a better under-
standing of Kovásznai’s work, one must take into account the conditions of the contemporaneous art scene,
such as the all prevailing state financing, the nature of state-monitored meeting points for artists (e.g., the Young
Artists Club, the Association of Hungarian Artists, and film clubs), the complete lack of an independent art mar-
ket as well as the specific structure of the public sphere. Consequently, in an attempt to position Kovásznai’s
work within the cultural arena of Cold-War Europe, it must be made clear in the first place that it will not be
done by adopting the modernist concept of art but by its very deconstruction. Although today we cannot per-
ceive Kovásznai or anyone of his contemporaries as an autonomous artist the way it was understood in the
modern period, we nevertheless should not neglect the fact that for a progressive artist of the time, such as
Kovásznai, the concept of autonomous, i.e., independent art valuable in its own right, was a fundamental
proposition. “Although the assertion of aesthetic autonomy was central to art in the modern period, it is open
to dispute whether it is a necessary feature of art in post-traditional societies. Just as we can trace the emergence
of aesthetic autonomy at a certain period in human history, so we can chart its decline in advanced art prac-
tices after the loss of the authority of canonical modernism in the 1960s.”5

Taking the concept of site-specific art as a point of departure, we are placing the Cold-War era’s modernist
concept of art as a moveable frame around our analysis of Kovásznai’s work. Only by placing and removing
this frame can one fully comprehend the change of meanings his œuvre has witnessed since the demise of
Communism in this country. The present chapter aims to explore Kovásznai’s relation to the prevalent concept
of art of his time.

Leftist engagement, which is essentially a classical avant-garde artistic position, certainly remained Kovásznai’s
attitude as well.

It is worth examining more closely how Kovásznai responded to the major intellectual debates of his time, to the
leftist discourse that until the fall of Communism refused to abandon the practice of drawing a parallel between
Marxist doctrines and the “actually existing socialism”.  Such an investigation is all the more indispensable be-
cause Kovásznai extensively wrote about his attitude to both Marxism and modernism. This is why this chap-

3 Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory.
(London: Continuum International
Publishing Group, 1997), 3.
4 Jason Gaiger, “Dismantling the Frame:
Site-Specific Art and Aesthetic Auton-
omy,” British Journal of Aesthetics, 2009.
49 (1): 43–58.
5 Ibid, 43–58.
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ter, through reconstructing his involvement with the mainstream leftist intellectual debate, strives to highlight
those points that demonstrate his individual position.

Initially, Kovásznai had fully entered into the spirit of a warrior fighting that cultural war, but from the
1970s onward, it was from an increasing distance and from a growingly relativist perspective that he viewed
the place value of his own activity within an arena readily shaped by cultural politics. According to his friends’
reminiscences, from the start he was rather an existentialist than anything else, refusing to be part of any group-
ing in his striving to retain independence from ideological indoctrination.

During the early 1950s, one could seldom find an emerging artist with an in-depth knowledge of Hun-
garian literature, history, and art history, who would also devote a large portion of his time to analysing the then
prevalent political situation. It went without questioning in those years that the first thing one had to learn
was socialist ideology on the bumpy road of political orientation.

So did Kovásznai, who began to study Marxist doctrines very early on. Subsequently, he maintained a
close friendship with the members of the Lukács circle, first of all with the philosopher Ferenc Fehér, but he was
also a frequent visitor at the “orthodox” Stalinist group’s meetings at the Százéves (Hundred Year Old) Restau-
rant, where Lukács was also a regular.6

Kovásznai was twenty years of age when he began to voice his ambivalent relation to the proletariat
and the reality of socialism in his private letters. He was increasingly concerned with the isolated university life
and its academism. As a prospective writer and painter he felt an urge to look for real existential conditions and
quotidian situations that he could utilise as points of departure for his texts and paintings. From the start, a cru-
cial problem for him was the fundamental issue of historical avant-garde, that of reducing the distance be-
tween art and life. Tired of the narrow confines of the Fine Arts Academy, he quit the academy at the end of his
second year, to work in the mines. Naturally, what he found there had little to do with the glorifying procla-

The Miner Series - paintings, ca. 1955, mixed technique on paper (included in his film
The Joy of Light, 1965), 22 × 31 cm, unsigned

6 According to information housed at
the Lukács Archives (and based on dis-
cussions with Ágnes Heller), Kovásznai
frequently met Fehér, as was also men-
tioned by many of his friends during
our conversations.
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2.2. 
THE PROLETARIAT
FROM CLOSE UP

mations of party propaganda. As early as at the age of twenty, he put into writing his bitter and precocious ex-
periences both in the form of letters and dramas.

His first surviving texts related to Marxism date from around 1954. This was the time when he broke off his
two-year studies of painting at the academy, to move to the mining city of Komló (in Southern Hungary) so that
he could gain personal, hands-on experience of the miners’ life. Several of his dramas survived from this period,
based on which he made the film Joy of Life in 1965. Set in the socialist mining city of Csorgó in 1955, his four-act
drama Rio features paupers, migrant workers and party workers coming from different regions of Hungary,
who express their increasing disappointment and dissatisfaction with the existing regime in an unpromising
and bleak environment. He puts words of harsh criticism in the mouth of a character named Baracs, a fifty-year-
old migrant worker from the Budapest Garay Square (in one of the poorest districts of the capital):

The state is being built here. Right here, on our corpses! They economise on our self-rescue masks, but of course,
the state needs the coal. Man is the most valuable asset, but self-rescue mask: there is none. […] The system is equally ex-
ploiting both of us: Bolsheviks and Fascists alike. There’s no difference, man! The material situation is determining: this
we learnt from you. It is true. And we are both poor toilers. We are human, my pal Joe: we are worn out and exploited old
coots above all. […] The Communists derided the Bible because it contained Heaven, but what they themselves could come
up with is again no more than the heaven of the future.7

Protagonists of the play, the workers wander aimlessly about all their lives, having only two types of cure
in mind for such a purposeless existence: frequenting the local pub, and weaving dreams about fleeing to rela-
tives and friends who have already emigrated. The people presented by Kovásznai are frustrated and narrow-
minded; they are as much unable as unwilling to live a life that corresponds to the Marxist ideal of the proletariat.
The outlook on life outlined in these plays basically nails the prevailing regime down to the original Marxist prin-
ciples; and as is natural, to no avail. Just as the characters of his writings would not live to see the rise of the pro-
letariat to its life-altering heights, so did Kovásznai fail to stage his plays and publish his short stories. 

At the start of his artistic career, Kovásznai was connected to the very intellectual debate that was most
characteristic of the leading intelligentsia’s critical position during the 1950s and 1960s; i.e., criticising the sys-
tem from the left without suggesting any need for its improvement toward a possible “human” form of so-
cialism, yet deeming it unacceptable in its existing form. 

The characterisation of socialist workers that he met in real life was imbued with cynical overtones out-
side the literary context as well. He voiced a similar opinion in private letters to artist friends:

I hope that you at the Academy show professional development. But please take into consideration the lessons I learnt
here in Komló, among simple people. 

These people are still underage, intellectually primitive, almost totally lacking an outlook on the world, wavering
and unpredictable. As much as I strain my eyes, I cannot detect any clear-cut political standpoint. Public morale here al-
ways equals the wages. There are no positive or negative heroes. The standard of life is above subsistence level; conse-
quently, not even God Almighty would find a worker who is an activist and loyal to the party. The people hate fighting,
the big slogans, and politics. They would only be concerned with it as long as they suffer from it. We, however, who in-
tend to do something for the people’s sake as well as for our own glory, have to concern ourselves a great deal with politics
and that in a proper manner.

Marxism itself rejects the big state traditions and customs as well as the transformation of the most salient fight-
ing slogans into hazy notions and empty words.8

Translating his experiential knowledge of the proletariat’s situation into aesthetic views, he writes to his
friends from the Academy about what and how it is worth painting for the people’s pleasure by disavowing
socialist realism’s familiar range of topics during the early 1950s:

Artworks born in the spirit of Dutch genre painting could meet with the greatest success these days. One must ap-
peal to the emotions, to instincts.

Jancsi [János Major – ed.’s note], I think that instead of `Liberation´, you should rather paint `Diners´, `Bathers´,
`Hikers´, and `Lovers´!

Don’t worry; it won’t be `apolitical´ one bit.
If Jozef [József Bartl – ed.’s note] painted still lifes, he could make much bigger success than Ék or Kádár did.

Once I proposed Jancsi to paint life as it was, if he had reservations about ideological subject matters! Jozef, you replied
that you would, then, be kicked in the ass; i.e., the way you think of it, you would definitely be kicked in the ass. Life for

7 György Kovásznai, Rio. Play in four
acts. (Manuscript, 1955), p. 54.
8 György Kovásznai’s letter to József
Bartl and János Major, with the sender’s
address on the envelope: 1, Voroshilov
Street, Komló, 2nd Floor, Room 21. Oc-
tober 1954. Information courtesy of
József Bartl.
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the masses is more beautiful than we believe it. You can only create successful work if you feel to be one with them; i.e.,
with the masses. If things work out right, you will know my views on this in depth from my short stories. Naturally – don’t
you laugh – in printed form.9

At the age of twenty he writes his plays entitled Rio, Paxit, Good Luck!, and Old Bums, thematising the
everyday life of workers as he witnessed it at the mine, with full inner identification with the role of a writer
sharing the proletariat’s experience of life, doing justice with an impetus similar to that of poet Attila József. His
scathing remarks on the artistic output that reached a wider audience in the 1950s can be read in his letters
from the mine:

We are reluctant to go beyond Attila József. The examples of Zelk, Kónya or Kuczka are not inspiring. The atmos-
phere of literary periodicals is suffocating. They hack to death the progressive historical figures and events, along with the
peasant problem. The road more travelled is the right one.

Besides that, there are quite many polemicists whose names often appear in the newspaper, although they compare to
György Lukács or Mehring as the local parson compares to St. John Chrysostom, the Golden Mouthed. […]
I have tried, in all instances, to start from the classical figures of Marxism. I believe it is the only true philosophy.
It’s funny how apt the critiques are these days, and how bad the works are! Passion: this is what we are missing the most! […]

Those who want to work in art today have a hard task. Our time simply raises unheard-of questions, but is com-
pelled to postpone their solution to the future. We have never been so dependent on one another, on our mutual trust and
respect, and yet, we are confronted with mistrust and malevolence all around. […] I think we are archaic, transitional in-
dividuals of an unprecedented, new epoch.10

In 1976, he renders his experience with the working classes during his years at the academy in more
finely nuanced tones, tracing his own relation to the proletariat back to the very Marxist principles. In his text
entitled Self-Interview, he assumes the role of both the interviewer and the interviewed, revealing his pro and
contra positions. Here he is even more critical about the direction painting took in the 1950s, with its striking
controversy between the agitating, exclamatory rhymes of propaganda and the freeze-framed, limited visual
vocabulary of socialist realism. At the same time, he does not strive to sound scientific; he writes about his rec-
ollections in a soaring essayistic style, whereby he is often explicitly carried away while generalising certain con-
ceptions. His style is characterised by sudden rushes of memories and baroque-like periodic sentences of irony
and nostalgia.

“Let me remind you that the precursor to the aestheticising mentality of our present painting and its alienation from
life is `socialist realism´, which is referred to nowadays with a certain degree of contempt. It is odd, indeed, that things have
become so complicated, but the truth is that our painting, from Rákosism all the way up to today, is in essence of an `ate-
lier´ mentality. At most, the difference is that in the fifties it was the `workers’ ateliers´ that were made, while today there
are `atelier ateliers´… If only the painting of the fifties had truly been militant, leftist, and loyal to the party… Let me cor-
rect that: if only that painting had truly gone to leftist, militant and propagandist extremes!… Well, then, I would not have
left the academy. But instead, that painting became…”

“It became what?”
“It became distilled.”
“There is no contradiction in this: it is not your discovery; socialist realism’s alienation from life is a commonplace.”
“Well, if this were truly such a cliché, then all the years that have passed since, which were spent with a painstak-

ing avoidance of the previous mistakes,… well, these subsequent years, would not have passed in the spirit of further dis-
tillation, hermeticising, de-politisation, and what is most disastrous, de-concretisation. Hungarian visual art collapsed not
as a consequence of party ideology, but owing to its being historically de-concretised.”

“The situation of visual art in Hungary was never particularly glorious…”
“Of course: of course, we should steer clear of inflated declarations. […] I was overcome by a wild hunger for life,

which was somehow connected with the fact that I fell in love with the working classes and, slightly madly yet sympa-
thetically, I thought that if I had immersed myself into the life of the factories, mines, and industrial units, through per-
sonal experience, thrown directly into the everyday dimensions of the workers, circulating in concrete life, and acquiring
real, human, working connections – if I had come into contact with the Real Model – well, then my anyway truly logical
and correct presumptions would have surely proven to be true and I would have taken part in an art school that was fi-
nally more avant-garde than the avant-garde, and more novel than any novelty.”

“And what experiences did you gain in life?”
“First of all, I realised that all those who partake in productive labour stand in the frontline of a civilisational–

human fight with Mother Nature, as it were, being in direct contact with dead matter through bodily and nervous sur-

9 Letter from György Kovásznai to
József Bartl and János Major. Komló,
October 1954. Courtesy of József Bartl.
10 Letter from György Kovásznai to
Aurél Bernáth. Komló, 25 October 1954.
MTA / Hungarian Academy of Sciences
Manuscript Archives.
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faces, which means an acutely coarse contact with the world. Their act of organising this dead matter is the very first ges-
ture of exploration and organisation: they represent the triggering impetus in establishing contact with the material world,
and it is through this very act, that is, through these primary operations, that they get to know something; more precisely,
they can simply sense something that those who only represent the secondary phase of such a civilisational construction
– whose work does not concern nature itself but the human world – cannot know and cannot sense… Well then, those who
work and sweat in the first lines partake in such pleasures and experience such calamities due to sensual immediacy that
it leaves every other life experience for me as pathetically defective, speculative, miserable, and evil. By way of its very di-
rectness and absolute freshness, more precisely, because of its immediacy, productive labour could match the level of supreme
meditation. Compared to these qualities, secondary spheres of life, which are based on bits of information, are necessarily
doomed to tardiness, since each piece of information is only a historical account. Consequently, the world of information
is always somewhat disinformed, as the latest bits of information, knowledge, and communication are, to some extent,
outdated. This means that such a truly well-informed state can only be recovered through the works of great artists, for
they are essentially able to turn such rancid information into fresh images where, owing to the very fact that it is brought
about through the work itself, information remains evidently fresh, much as it is at the initial, `perspiring´ phase of civil-
isational work.”

“All right, then; but it is the civilisational work that generates the phenomenon of culture, that which you consider
defective and evil…”

“This thought is at a high school level: thesis, antithesis, synthesis. Standing waist-high in surging matter, a worker
grips these materials and rough-processes them, so that in the analysis of the antithesis, at the level of negation, ques-
tioning, dubitation, alienation, consciousness, i.e., at the cultural level, these will continue foaming and vaporising…
Now, how am I to round off this somewhat circuitous train of thought? Artistic activity as such is utter nonsense if it aims
at anything else than releasing culture now and again from this – otherwise entirely self-evident – state of alienation and
division against itself. In short, a good piece of art provides us with fresh information, which means providing us with cor-
rect information; i.e., with true information. I think, this is not at all foreign to us who have studied Marx, because an art-
work that provides us with passive information on reality goes beyond the passive speculations of metaphysics – just as
Marx-Engels’ `change of reality´ does.”11

Even in hind-sight, Kovásznai perceives his experience of the 1950s in the light of a Marxist interpreta-
tion, while he examines the role of modernism from a similar viewpoint as well.

A Mine in Red, 1955-65 (included in his film 
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11 Kovásznai 1976. pp. 4–6.
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It is important to clarify the perspective from which Kovásznai approached art: from the side of socialism or
from the Western version of modernism? The question must also be posed, from which perspective could the
artist, living as he did under the socialist regime, see his position as “more avant-garde than the avant-garde”?
From the point of view of socialism or from that of modernism? Would this dilemma be resolved by the fact
that Kovásznai started out from Marxist theory?

While Kovásznai became engrossed in Marxism, he raised objections to the bigoted socialist state ideol-
ogy, under whose aegis Bernáth, in line with his official duties, rejected everything created outside a precisely
determined form of socialist realism, i.e., all that which was allied with the contemporary Western approach
to modernism. In a letter to Bernáth dated 1955, he brings forth Picasso as a positive example: Picasso depicts
man and life as diverse as they are. I think, this approach will serve as a foundation for the new socialist art.

The integration of a celebrated star of modernist painting into the framework of socialist aesthetics was
an outrageous idea for Bernáth, and one to be rejected. Other artists, however, including another professor at
the Academy of Fine Arts, Gyula Hincz, openly imitated Picasso.12

This idea introduces Kovásznai’s theory of rapprochement between Western modernism and Eastern
socialism to create an art that is “more avant-garde than the avant-garde”. In an article published in 1961, he
still regards Picasso’s work exemplary, considering its humanism and art that comes closest to life as the low-
est common denominator within the Cold-War arena: 

Picasso has, by now, grown into a symbolic figure of modern painting. In the name of new slogans he can always
be denied, to the extent as the young deny their fathers. Somewhat reminiscent of the elderly Goethe, he is a classicist who
does not fall for the trendy demons of romanticism and turns a deaf ear to transcendent intimations whatsoever, yet keep-
ing incessantly inspired. He has never cared for the tortuousness and precocious meticulousness of existentialism. Picasso
has remained forever young, stentorian and optimist, just like the classic generation of the avant-garde. […] Now it has
become evident to everybody that, while taking such sharp turns amidst the highly intricate intellectual conditions of his
age that his viler epigones were scattered in all directions, the artist has never missed the target and has never mistaken

2.3. 
HIS RELATION 

TO MODERNISM
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the right direction, and even amidst his seemingly heedless straying he has had a firm grip over the steering wheel. And
it is at this point where Picasso meets the major figures of his age, as well as setting a radiating example for us. His life’s
work teaches us that as much as an artist may experiment, he should never forget that experimentation is merely a means
to achieve his humanistic aims. If he is unable to clearly and immediately detect and express a real situation, at any mo-
ment of his complex experimentation, then there is little value to that which he invents.13

The critical position against Picasso, that would mark his thinking from the 1970’s up until the end of his
life, appears in a text dated 1976, reproaching him for the homogenising strive of universalism: 

What we have obtained from Picasso is immeasurable; at the same time, I believe it is quite characteristic and ulti-
mately justifiable when Dalí states that he is a great painter indeed, yet for all his greatness, whatever he touches becomes
dead in his hands. Naturally, this is a spiteful exaggeration; nevertheless, the assumption is true that Picasso’s grandiose
universality is pseudo-universality in that amidst the grandiose celebration of general Life and Joy, he failed to do justice
to the task of investigating concrete reality. For that matter, almost all of us among his contemporaries fell so much under
his spell that we hardly noticed how he had thrown out the baby with the bath water by excluding the principle of concrete
particularity along with naturalism from his aesthetics, which would have not posed such a big problem if the most press-
ing task had not been to find a solution to the very complex problematic of concrete particularity.14

Two important issues must be addressed regarding this train of thought. On the one hand, Kovásznai
presses for “a solution to the very complex problematic of concrete particularity”. It implies a critique on the line of
development defined by modernist art history, since its universalist endeavour was evident to him, whereas
the loss of micro-histories and the vanishing of local characteristics amidst such a comprehensive act of ho-
mogenising was seen as indefensible for him. On the other hand, Kovásznai believed that the effort on the part
of socialist cultural politics to shift the focus from concrete facts to the universe, to the general human qualities
as the sole guarantee of humaneness, would lead art astray. This is an issue that he investigated in several of
his philosophical essays. The problem that he termed the opposing forces of universal and concrete particu-
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Revolution), oil on paper, 43 × 62 cm,
numbered at upper right, serial number

13 György G. Kovásznai, “Picasso
nyolc van éves” [Picasso is Eighty],
Nagyvilág. 1961/12. 1863–65.
14 Kovásznai ca. 1976, p. 10.
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larities was to become a crucial polemic in Kovásznai’s œuvre by the late 1960s, determining the subject, style,
and medium of his representation. It should readily be mentioned here that throughout his life, Kovásznai re-
jected the obvious solution to the problem of concrete particularity, namely naturalism, as a retrograde and de-
structive trend surviving from the 19th century, which had gradually become an easily recognisable distinctive
mark of a lazy, blinkered, and patriotic stratum of artists and audiences on the peripheries of art. Consequently,
he regarded naturalism as one of the major hindrances to the enfolding of modernism in Hungary. 

Later on, it gradually dawned upon me and a few artist friends (Keserü, Major, Bartl, Lakner, and others) who
were all run through the fifties’ meat grinder of art education, that the reason for the fundamentally sullen nature of our
art scene (the source of its lack of creative playfulness) was not at all some ancient curse upon the Hungarians. It was merely
the shackles of naturalism carried over from the last century, only to be further tightened during the Rákosi era; shackles
that our artists were practically unable to burst, even during the mid-war period. The prevailing circumstances were never
appropriate enough to bring about a synthesis; thus, even those who actually aimed at it, e.g. Aba-Novák and the nove-
centist artists, were unable to get beyond a somewhat distorted form of naturalism, beyond an involuntary caricature of
flat illustration.15

This excerpt shows that he did not consider modernism as a deeply rooted legacy of the Hungarian vi-
sual arts culture; in more than one of his manuscripts, allusions can be found to his view that 19th-century re-
alism was much too persistent in the 20th-century history of Hungarian visual art to allow modernist tendencies
to infiltrate culture as a whole. Kovásznai evaluated the course of Hungarian art history in the light of the mod-
ernist concept of progress, and recognised a common tendency, that of following in the footsteps of others. One
should remember that Kovásznai was referred to as a ‘Cézanneist’ even back at secondary school, which shows
that French modernism was a point of reference for him at a very early stage in his career.

In Kovásznai’s approach, modernism cannot be set against socialism in the sense that it would be the so-
cialist regime that cut off the flourishing branch of modernism within the Hungarian culture. On several occa-
sions, he emphasises that Hungarian culture, along with its cultural needs, remained semi-feudal and provincial
even by the first half of the 20th century. “The situation of visual art in Hungary was never particularly glori-
ous”, he writes in 1976. No nostalgia colours his thinking on his age. In his evaluation of the influence of ide-
ologies, the socialist system remains to be an odd hybrid that fulfils more modernist ideals in Hungarian society
as a whole than the pre-1945 system, which in comparison brought the bourgeois democratic forces into play,
while conserving the nationalistic, naturalistic–realistic trends in art. He often refers to the juxtaposition of East
with the West as a dialectic system of relations between opting for progress and following others, a view that
is also based on the principle of development within the modernist approach to culture. In the relevant part of
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15 Kovásznai 1982. p. 2.
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his text entitled Self-Interview, he chooses a rather subjective point of departure to illustrate his stance. A fellow
painter in the Bernáth class was László Lakner, whom he regarded as a great rival, since they had similarly
outstanding skills even back in their academy years. The reference to Lakner is also an allusion to the fact that
Lakner accepted a West German stipend that he had refused:

Now back to success-oriented art… This change was of tremendous significance. Lakner’s case only signalled some-
thing which had long been going on in the West: the general value-scepticism of a deplorably declining bourgeois culture
to cloak its own general lack of values. It was an incredibly strange situation… In the face of the preceding Rákosist
schematism, it counted for development that we could open a window to the West. And well, well, well, lest that we should
be considered as Rákosists, we did not dare admit that what came in through the open window was intensely putrid air
and the smell of muck… albeit Westerners themselves had admitted this fact long before – of course, not without beating
around the bush. We were, however, still at a stage where we kept snatching away the French and American art albums
from each others’ hands, as if we were gasping for thin air,16 even though Nietzsche, Valéry, Spengler, Heidegger, and
Beckett had long before elaborated, formulated, and manifested their philosophies of total crisis… Ah, but we could only
think of Zhdanov! And eventually breaking with naturalism, conflating the notions of modernism, realism, and schema-
tisation, all of us, the blind led by blind teachers, were delighted at the muck just because a few years before there had not
even been muck; and we mused over several hundred-year-old problems of art as something totally new, while we were
provincially vegetating, lacking theoretical guidance whatsoever, yet being all the more terrorised, crawling in the dust,
yet seeing castles in the air, and after all, being confused and humiliated, alternating genius complexes with weekly jury
evaluations and mixing folksy, primitive boorishness with a pitiful aping of the West… well, we missed a chance, a big,
splendid chance that is worthy of man…, and what is more, we missed an art historical chance that would exquisitely ver-
ify our socialist ideology…17

These remarks, written in the late 1970s, instantiate Kovásznai’s presumption that the actually existing
socialism failed to achieve the big Marxist goal to “transcend” either the high art that had taken shape through
the mechanisms of capitalism or popular culture; i.e., the victory of the Cold War’s Kulturkampf had never
reached the Eastern Bloc. 

16 Every week he would visit the library
of the Artists Club, ‘Fészek’ (the most
important place to find international art
magazines at that time). 
17 Kovásznai 1976. pp. 14–15.

Tu Sei Romantica, ca. 1960, 
pencil on paper, 240 × 319 cm, unsigned



We who were painting students during the `dark era of Rákosism´ hardly noticed – or at least failed to realise – the
fact that it was a dark era. We were happy and joyful, because we had gained admission to the Art School, and sub-
sequently to the Academy of Fine Arts. We recognised the chance and appreciated the fact that practically from the
ages of fourteen to twenty-four we were trained to draw the most ruthless naturalist studies for four or five hours
a day. As for our models, heating, tools, and cafeteria services, they were all financed by the State.1

While studying at the Academy of Fine Arts, Kovásznai was already quite critical of the politics of art educa-
tion, providing ample grounds for his far-from-joyful and not-at-all voluntary bidding farewell to his degree
in painting. Following his expulsion from the academy in 1957, he became fully convinced that such a degree
in art, which so many students craved for, did not necessarily result in a genuine artistic work. Incredulous as
he was of the authenticity of artistic production on both sides of Cold-War Europe, he continued to keep away
from fashionable trends; either here, or over there. What was a 23-year-old young man to do without a diploma,
just a year after the 1956 events, if he intended to be active in the field of art, while avoiding the time-honoured
official path to an artistic career? Surely, he would have refused to produce paintings on state commission in
order for him to become an exhibiting artist. Without the presence of an independent art market, however, he
could not rely on a free art trade to acknowledge his work and guarantee his survival. At the same time, he had
to find a way to earn money, since he was still living with his poor parents and younger sisters, the five of them
altogether in a small, one-bedroom flat, while he had no studio space either. 

3.1. 
BEYOND 

THE “FIFTIES MEET
GRINDER OF 

ART EDUCATION”

1 Kovásznai 1982.

György Kovásznai in his rented room 
at Miklós Mészöly’s home 
(photography by Dr. László Végh), 1959
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Possibly due to his break with the Fine Arts Academy, or to his plans of starting a career as a writer, he
had an increasingly strong desire to make his way in the world of literature. During that period, he devoted a
large amount of time and energy to writing. In 1958, he finished his grand autobiographical novel entitled
Times, with a young boy as its protagonist. The almost premature existential experience and the precise psy-
chological descriptions that this novel is laced with all attest to the twenty-four-year old author’s perceptive ob-
servation and self-reflection. These merits would prevail in the succinct portrayal of characters in his subsequent
work as well, both in writings and drawn or painted portraits. Several of his plays and short stories from this
period (for instance, Blue-Haired Women and Eve’s Life) feature visual artists as their main characters; thus, it is
easy to reconstruct Kovásznai’s experiences of the contemporaneous art scene. “A painter without a studio and
basic art materials is like a champion swimmer without water”, he wrote in 1958, at a time when he did not have
a private studio yet. He generally worked in his friends’ studios. In 1958, he was employed by the literary pe-
riodical Nagyvilág [`Wide World´], as editor of the arts section (until 1974). This made it possible for him to
leave his parents’ home, who were rather upset with his decision. They felt their son was not ready yet for an
independent life, though their worries were only justified while his salary allowed him just enough to subsist.
Apart from a strong urge to become independent, the decision to move from his parents’ home was strength-
ened by the opportunity of renting a modest furnished room in writer Miklós Mészöly’s home. He soon man-
aged to fit in with the company of literary historians and authors at Nagyvilág and those around Miklós Mészöly,
as he gained new friends. He made two influential acquaintances in 1958: Dezsô Korniss and Dr. László Végh.
Such a cultural milieu and the circle of friends became a valuable asset for him, gearing him towards a new start
after his break with the “meat grinder” of the academy. They helped him find a viable alternative, whereby his
creativity and hunger for information would not be lost. 

Evanescence, 1959, ink on paper, 21 × 30 cm,
signed at lower middle, “K 59”

Surreal Scene, 1959, ink on paper, 21 × 30 cm, 
signed at lower right, “K 59”
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“They have been miraculously liberated 
from the shackles of naturalism.” 

In the information-deprived environment of the 1950s, it was quite difficult to acquire exact knowledge outside
the official art education on a sporadic art scene that existed beyond socialist realism. Kovásznai’s generation
was immersed in art education just following the establishment of the so-called people’s democracy; conse-
quently, they were deprived of information about the pre-1948 art scene. “Officially, they had no chance to gain
information about other traditions than that; moreover, some of them were not necessarily able to sense the very
lack of such traditions. Young people were not granted access to modern art: each and every channel bearing
a direct relation to modern tendencies was blocked off. They did not have a chance to counterbalance or cor-
rect the one-sided view that the conservative education and the strictly controlled exhibitions allowed for. They
could not travel abroad or have access to art periodicals and catalogues from the West.”2

Speaking of the pedagogical inadequacy of art education in a letter to Aurél Bernáth in 1955, he com-
plains, among other things, about the lack of a master among the painters that he could accept as a paragon.
At that time, he regarded Bernáth as the only professor at the Academy, whose work was of acceptable qual-
ity. After his departure from the Academy, however, he started to look for new masters. This was not an easy
task, since the artists among whom he had to find his tutor were withdrawn from the official art scene. Al-
though they kept on working as artists, they made their living outside a professional artistic career, and they
might have also belonged to much older generations. 

It was outside the institutionalised art scene, or as he put it, “beyond the fifties’ artistic meat grinder”,
that he managed to find a living art tradition that he felt genuine. He met Dezsô Korniss, and (re-)discovered
the Szentendre School, the members of the European School who were forced to work underground, and with
them, the artists’ colony at Rottenbiller Street: sculptor József Jakovits, Júlia Vajda (the widow of painter Lajos
Vajda), and Endre Bálint.

According to János Major’s reminiscences, “It was at the end of ‘59 that my friend Kovásznai took me to
the Jakovits’s. This meant an opening up to something new.”3

[…] “At 1, Rottenbiller Street, we shared an apartment from 1945, the three of us living and working
artists: Júlia Vajda, József Jakovits, and Endre Bálint. Housed in this apartment, there was the entire body of
paintings by Lajos Vajda, the artist who was present through his art: an art that had an almost concurrent and
permanent impact on others and kept challenging the core of our intellect up until today, when it had already
been integrated into the canon of universal and Hungarian art history. Since that time, those ̀ living artists´ have
all left their spiritual signature on the public consciousness. I have had 45 solo exhibitions. Jakovits’ show in the
city of Hatvan and Júlia Vajda’s exhibition at the [Budapest] Mûcsarnok/Kunsthalle similarly prove that our
works were born in identical intellectual and spiritual cohesion; a cohesion that right from the start was given
a name by those promoting the profession: Rottenbiller Street, they would say. The three small rooms, with all
that was visible in them, attracted interested young people; it magnetised the sensitive ones, those who were anx-
ious to see artistic inventions, those who were intellectually touched: writers, poets, and scholars. Naturally, all
three of us started as members of the European School, to carry on from the end of 1948 as dismembered parts
of the Hungarian art scene”,4 Endre Bálint reminisces twenty-five years later about the time when Kovásznai fre-
quented the place. It was in that apartment at Rottenbiller Street that the young generation was able to find the
legacy of the suppressed avant-garde. Here they had the opportunity to view Lajos Vajda’s œuvre: taking the art-
works out of an under-bed storage to spread them on the floor and observe them for a glimpse of time.

What did the classical avant-garde, mediated as it was by the European School, mean to Kovásznai? His
remarks quoted below reveal that it meant a promise of a life beyond the “meat grinder”.

There was, nonetheless, a sole exception: the European School, to which some of the Szentendre artists belonged as
well. They have been miraculously liberated from the shackles of naturalism. In her most recent book, Balaam’s Donkey,
Piroska Szántó, who is `from Szentendre´ herself, helps us understand the nature of this miracle. At first sight, one might
think that with some sort of divine nonchalance – as if they did not live in the same country! – they simply did not take
notice of that enormous, heavy, supplicating, lardy, bitumen-brown mass, into which the carriage of our domestic painters
were expected to sink, up to its wheel hubs and axles. Something else was born here; and right then, it was hard to un-
derstand whence and from what it came. I had the opportunity to meet Korniss and those around him in 1958, and then
I recognised the charm of Piroska Szántó with such exultation as when you recognise the scent of a perfume that you have

3.2. 
KOVÁSZNAI 

AND THE 
EUROPEAN SCHOOL

2 András Zwickl, “Túl a táblakép
keretein – a szürnaturalizmus, a Zuglói
kör és a gesztusfestészet.” Magyar
képzômûvészet a 20. században [Beyond the
Easel Painting’s Frames – Surnaturalism,
the Zugló Circle, and Gesture Painting]
(Budapest: Corvina, 1999), 162. 
3 An interview by István Hajdu with
János Major. Typescript, 1997. Informa-
tion courtesy of István Hajdu and 
László Beke.
4 Endre Bálint, Életrajzi törmelékek [Auto-
biographical Miscellaneous] (Budapest:
Magvetô, 1984), 218–219.
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Woman and Full Moon, 1959, oil on canvas,
collage, 60 × 50 cm, signed at lower left,
“KG 59”

been looking for ever since you smelled it as a child, and many years later, all of a sudden, there it is, for you to sniff it again.
I was overjoyed, since this charm – or to call it by its name – this radiation, the charming Szentendre, was the true refu-
tation of our – God forgive! – delusion that the only befitting mode for a Hungarian painter was to – either aristocrati-
cally or rustically, but surely loftily – bemoan their cursed fate in the unyielding earthen strongholds of naturalism. 

Szentendre fulfilled the same function as Culture itself does in general. It is a Safe Haven amidst the Chaos; Pro-
tection for the Prosecuted as well as for the essence of humanness against the essence of inhumanness. It provides Shelter
during the time of barbarism, and yet again, at another time, for a different reason. Its function is rescuing, and as such,
it is universal. Rescuing the Hungarian; rescuing the peasant; rescuing nationness; rescuing the Jew; rescuing the talented;
rescuing traditions; and rescuing values. This we can learn from Piroska Szántó: the ultimate sense of every culture is that
it provides shelter and protection. 

So why, exactly, did Szentendre become the chosen place? Why did Europeanness, class consciousness, intellectu-
ality, folk traditions, youthfulness, and talent have come to meet exactly here? Why was it able to hold its ground as a good
shelter, and much more than that: as a source of inspiration for exquisite artworks? Why, exactly, here was it possible for
that primordial process to take place: a process in which man, out of despair, was able to transpose his eternal state of per-
secution into artistic expression? And whence does the paradox arise that it is from under such a horrible pressure that
this amusing, youthful, generous, and holy faculty of charm, affability, and playfulness is made to burst forth? How come
they were not the first to give up our songs to swear and whistle instead? And why was it here, exactly here, that at long
last it became possible to remove, with a single nonchalant gesture, the big, rusty bolt of naturalism?
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Before I would try to answer the above questions, I must recall a particular event that occurred one morning in April
1955. Aurél Bernáth returned [to the academy] from his visit at the memorable Spring Salon, which was being installed
at the time. In ten minutes, he recounted the details about the upcoming exhibition to his students, speaking among oth-
ers about the representatives of the Hungarian avant-garde, whom he me there. `Those happy innocent ones´, he was fum-
ing. `They live their strange, weird lives, coming and going, attending to their mysterious businesses. Even the language
they speak is different from ours.´ With a mature, mischievous smile, he added, `They did not notice me eavesdropping on
them as they were whispering, putting their heads together. I envy them. They are happy.´ He shook his head pensively.
`They have no tradition. They have no roots in the Hungarian art of painting.´ From his point of view, he may have rea-
soned quite well. He knew that there was a need for continuity; what was more, a need for historicity, legacy, and a through-
line. The Hungarian through-line does not stretch back long enough in time. It started at the dawn of the last century rather
timidly, with the respected Károly Markó, and István Ferenczy. All that had gone on before vanished into the mist and dark-
ness. What came afterwards – `the legacy´ – was a decent, slow-paced, fundamentally illustrative and positivist 19th cen-
tury, with a German academic colouring. The true `Hungarian´ element in it was essentially derived from the realm of
Lenau’s lyrics of the wastelands and that of fiery gipsy music. Then what the new century brought with it was a series of
glorious but mostly foiled attempts to break away from the 19th-century vision. Bernáth took over this entire legacy with
a serene approach – `that’s all we’ve got´ – with venerable earnestness and oftentimes with offensive sullenness. Thanks
to his great talent, he was from time to time able to soar high above the Pannonian hillocks. The question still remains, how-
ever, whether it was justifiable to trace back this continuity only up until Markó or was there a need to go even further

Sleeping Woman, crayon on paper, 
22 x 31 cm, signed at lower right, “KG59”
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back. If the answer was no, that is, it would have been indeed justifiable to go even further back, then everything would
have looked different, and ultimately to the detriment of Bernáth.5

For Kovásznai, the Szentendre School itself was the continuation of the avant-garde tradition on the outskirts
of Budapest: a secret centre where the intellectual milieu of pre-1948 art had been kept alive. This was the ge-
ographical location to which the space of modernist art could be connected; a place where creative work was
not prescribed by state socialism and its propaganda culture. After his experience with the Academy of Fine
Arts, it was a true safe haven for Kovásznai; so no wonder that in the late 1950s, his œuvre would have im-
plemented a few motifs that evoked the artists of the pre-war Szentendre school: and especially the œuvres of
Imre Ámos and Margit Anna.

“Intoxication. Delicate decadence, of the finest kind.” 

What did Dezsô Korniss truly represent in the Hungarian art scene of the late 1950s? He was a withdrawn
avant-garde artist, who had witnessed better times, and who – given his age and experience – appeared to the
young generation as a forbidden–secret master. He definitely had a lot to talk about with them. In the 1920s,
Korniss belonged to the leftist artists, participated in Kassák’s Work circle, to subsequently leave his homeland
like so many other fellow artists did. Having gained some experience in The Netherlands, he moved to live in
Paris between 1930 and 1934. He returned to Hungary with grand, comprehensive plans in 1934. Korniss and
Lajos Vajda developed an ambitious artistic program in Szentendre, based on a constructive–surrealist method-
ology, envisioning a new direction for the Central and Eastern European art as a bridge between the French and
the Russian avant-gardes. 

At the end of World War II, he lost almost all his wealth. Afterward, he carried on working within the
classical avant-garde tradition as one of the leading personalities of the European School, taking part in nu-
merous exhibitions in Hungary as well as in Western countries. Presented in April 1948, the last exhibition of
the European School brought his public artistic activity to an end. During that period, he was practically forced
to withdraw; from 1949, he lived under great economic hardships, painting puppets and puppet-theatre scenery,
or at times making architectural decorations on commission. In 1958, he spent a year in The Netherlands, Paris,
and Brussels, returning to Budapest with an array of experiences and plans. 

Under such circumstances did Korniss meet Kovásznai, who was on his quest for a living paragon: a mas-
ter with whom he could join forces to embark upon the type of artistic activity that would fuel his innovative
ambitions without, however, being forced into the silence of the underground. Dating from 1958, their friend-
ship commenced with an in-depth survey of the past and interrogating the possibility for a continuation of the
avant-garde. Long into the night they would debate about the possibility of future routes for the avant-garde
as well as assessing the effect of socialist art outlined in the twenties. There was another link that held them to-
gether: both claimed their family lineage from Transylvania. 

3.3. 
THE 

COLLABORATION
BETWEEN DEZSÔ

KORNISS AND 
GYÖRGY 

KOVÁSZNAI

Dezsô Korniss in 1958 in Amersfoort, 
during his study tour in The Netherlands

5 György Kovásznai, Charm. Reflections
on Piroska Szántó’s book. Manuscript, 
Budapest, 1982.
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Korniss is regarded as a highly significant living connection between the avant-garde of the early 20th
century and the younger generation, who arrived at the scene in the late 1950s. This is apparent in his creative
collaboration with Kovásznai. They made experimental films together by combining modern forms of expres-
sion with the animation film technique that was quite novel in this country in the early 1960s. Their collabora-
tion attests to the possibility of a dialogue between various cultural identities and generations.

From 1961, Kovásznai worked at the Pannonia Film Studio, initially as a story editor (writing, e.g., the
script for director, József Nepp for his film Buddy and the Wizard (under its working title; the final title is What-
ever You Wish), to soon be able to make his own film. From the end of 1962, he worked with Dezsô Korniss on
their first joint film project. Their collaboration proved to be so inspiring that they made five more experimen-
tal animation films together until the late 1960s. 

One could learn more about Korniss and Kovásznai’s collaboration from Lóránd Hegyi, who wrote a
monograph on Dezsô Korniss. During their discussions while preparing for the book, he heard a lot about the
relationship between the two artists. Hegyi brilliantly evoked that personal atmosphere: “For me, it has always
brought special excitement to get to know an artist or an œuvre through someone else, especially through an-
other artist, by calling my attention to it. In Kovásznai’s case, it was Dezsô Korniss who directed my attention
to him. Korniss rarely spoke about his contemporaries; at least, this was true at the time when I met him. In-
stead, he would speak of Manet, Corot, the twenties’ Derain, and Paul Klee. The only exception was Kovász-
nai, whose name he would often bring up. I remember him speaking about those days and weeks when they
collected, selected, and of course, clipped out, materials for the `collage films´; an incredibly large amount of
them, in an almost baffling disarray. Even in retrospect, Korniss was fascinated by Kovásznai’s gift for creat-
ing associations, his lightning-fast response to often apparently unexciting and unusable photos, about which
he immediately invented `stories´, different fates, and film plans. For him, the world represented on film – the
inner microcosm of the `collage films´ – always meant a `live film´; breathing life that had to be suggested in-
stead of being filmed: to be suggested, being delved into the chaos of contradictions and discouraging failures,
immersed into the intoxicating life, intoxicated with sweet and ruthless, depressing yet exciting, unfathomable
yet comprehensible life. This was the word Korniss used in connection with him: intoxication. He also men-
tioned delicate decadence, of the finest kind. A fine distillate, in which condensed are the long processes of
maturation, the lessons and disappointments, experiments and attempts, bitter experiences and sad memo-
ries; all of which keep hovering over the present as much as over the past.”6

A Motif from Szentendre II (Szentendre 
Detail), 1935, oil on canvas, 120 × 140 cm, 
unsigned, Hungarian National Gallery, 
Budapest, Inv.No.: MM.81.375

Dezsô Korniss, 1967. Photography by the
Pannonia Film Studio

6 Lóránd Hegyi, “Jegyzetek Kovásznai
György kiállításához” [Notes on
György Kovásznai’s exhibition], Exhibi-
tion catalogue published to accompany
the exhibition of works by Kovásznai
held at Fészek Gallery, Budapest, 1990.
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MONOLOGUE (1963)

Made in 1963, the film Monologue was a strong start for the career of the 29-year-old Kovásznai. Owing to the
issues it addressed as well as its multi-layered system of visual signs, which proved to be uncontrollable for the
censorship, this film was a source of serious controversy. 

Monologue was produced by the Pannonia Film Studio, and as such, it had to undergo official approval
prior to public screening. Although the authors were familiar with this fact, Monologue turned out to be un-
precedented both in regard to its story and its visual symbolism. It was also dangerously outspoken in the sub-
jective recollections of the narrator analysing the relationship between the past and the present. The chief
director responsible for the entire body of Hungarian film production, that is, the censor, who had studied in
Moscow, intended to ban the film right away, but the director of Pannonia Film Studio at that time managed

to obtain permission to premiere it, albeit at the price of cer-
tain minor changes. Actually, the prescribed minor changes
did not require a departure from the original concept.7 De-
spite further backing from influential people, the film’s
screening was only permitted for a week. Such a short span
of time, however, was enough for Monologue to become a
legend. It brought down the house at the Corvin Cinema
where it was presented as a “featurette” to supplement the
feature film – an adaptation of John Osborne’s play, Look
Back in Anger. No more presentations than that were al-
lowed for Monologue; its screening was forbidden either
outside the capital or at annual surveys of “friendly coun-
tries”, not to mention international film festivals. Never-
theless, it received a good coverage from the intellectual
circles, in monthly and weekly periodicals.8 Quite charac-
teristic of the state of affairs within Hungarian art criticism
of the time, the film was only mentioned in art periodicals
inasmuch as it had to do with Korniss’ previous art activi-
ties; that is, they were interested in pictures, rather than in
motion. Uncritically carrying on with the Greenbergian
modernist aesthetics, art critics believed that there was a
sharp distinction between the classical mediums of visual

art, such as painting or graphics, and that of film. The following is an example of this type of art criticism:
“Through his homogeneous colour scheme, his compositional and collage techniques, as well as his de-

sire for kinetic visual imagery, Korniss has been led in recent years to a medium that is novel in the history of
painting: an abstract–surreal colour film. In this medium, a few of what seemed to be his characteristic traits
have changed: the rational painterly colours with their impression of coldness and the picaresque forms with
their apparent acerbity have all of a sudden become direct and were filled with warmth. Korniss, however,
didn’t actually change at all. It was more about the new medium `setting right´ that which has not yet become
naturalised in the more conservative world of painting; that is why it appears to be cold, calculated, or per-
chance acerbic. For that matter, it also shows that Korniss’ art of painting has reached the limits of its medium.
The germination of a possible transgression already set foot in his work fifteen years ago.”9

Perneczky mentions Kovásznai in relation to this film as the “monteur” yet emphasizing his openness and
painterly approach: “György Kovásznai may be regarded as a noteworthy representative of these new medium-
oriented experiments on account of a firm initiative power that his work attests to.”10 Edited from picture mon-
tages, this “memoir” film is centred around a strong narrative backbone, accompanied by a surprising and
entertaining sequence of constructive picture elements assembled in a surrealist manner. It shows signs of
Kovásznai’s literary ambition, his ten years of experience in writing, which allows for adequate accentuation
and conciseness, for immediacy as well as generalisations. No Hungarian animation film before 1963 dared to
venture into the realm of first person singular narration, embracing real historical contents and introducing
such a direct, questioning, and even interrogating role for the narrator. The narrator here is a woman in her
twenties, roughly the same age as Kovásznai. She traces her memories back to her childhood, questioning both

7 Recollections by György Matolcsy, du-
ring a discussion with the author, No-
vember 2008.
8 Published articles related to the sub-
ject: Tamás Ungvári, “Monológ” [Mono-
logue], Filmvilág [Film World], 11/1964.
p. 25.; István Solymár, “Korniss és a Mo-
nológ,” [Korniss and the Monologue]
Mûvészet [Art], 8/1964.; Géza Perneczky,
“Kovásznai György raj z filmjeirôl [On
György Kovásznai’s Cartoons],” Film-
kultúra [Film Culture], 2/1966. 
9 Rudolf Ungváry, “Korniss Dezsô
alkotói útja,” [D.K.’s Artistic Path],
Magyar Mûhely [Atelier Hongrois, Paris]
20 (15 May 1967), 36–47.
10 Géza Perneczky, “Kovásznai György
rajzfilmjeirôl” [On Gy. K.’s Cartoons],
Filmkultúra [Film Culture], 2/1966.
11 Eszter Dizseri, Kockáról kockára, a ma-
gyar animáció krónikája 1948–1998 [From
Frame to Frame: The History of Hungarian
Animation 1948–1998] (Budapest: Balassi
Kiadó, 1999), 35.

Monologue film still, 1964 (the picture
crops were made from retouched HD 
material transcribed from the negatives)
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the deeds of her grandparents – socialised prior to World War I – and
those of her parents – socialised in the 1930s – making them account-
able for their responsibilities, their roles, and the consequence of the
two world wars. “A girl living in our time reminisces, her inner mono-
logue conjuring up either a startling or a comical image of the past. Having
settled accounts with the past, she pledges herself in the end to the present and
to the future”, Kovásznai summarised the Monologue.11

Meditating on the past is
as if you were watching a figure stepping out of the fog 
and starting to walk through volatile scenes of memories, 
as if this unknown, pale-faced woman was the one 
who strode through the age of our grandmothers like some evil
ghost. 
The memory of my grandparents is like two colourful shadows,
or like the obsessive, recurring tune of a chiming clock.
As tormented as they were throughout their lives 
by worries about how to tell the decent from the indecent apart,
they lied to each other and deceived themselves,
My grandmother was sealed off from life by stained glass win-
dows, 
and she mused over the play of colour reflections inside her
aquarium.
My grandfather made a regular movement at regular intervals
for a long series of decades. 
Each of his kisses extinguished a hope in his wife.
My grandfather’s kisses crushed the hopes of several other
women, too, 
for moments they would often seem to disappear from each
other’s life.
Glittering in the glass cabinet, there were tiny illusions and
other trinkets.
My grandparents lied to each other and deceived themselves.
My memories hold the moustache
that could have had the scent of cigar, cigarette, or brilliantine, 
the moustache that was triumphant at all times, over every-
thing,
the moustache, for which the world was open, because it was 
the moustache, and solely the moustache, that demanded re-
spect everywhere, at any time, 
and the moustache, solely the moustache, came, saw, and con-
quered.
The big moustache made women happy, 
they simply could not resist the moustache, 
and they reposed an absolutely blind faith in the moustache, 
the moustache, forked, straight or slightly wavy, pointing in
two directions, 
gained martial, even patriotic importance, just because of this,
not for any other reason.
For that matter, on the sky of Austria-Hungary floated the il-
lusion of a pair of snowy white 
whiskers at the time, and the First World War broke out.

My grandfather, who was a cannon folder in reserve, 
joined his regiment, he was bumped off at the Isonzo.
Eyewitnesses recount that it only made a little bang, 
although the poor man did all he could. 
And the widows’ hour had struck, 
and there came the widows in a long row, 
and people gazed at the widows with bated breath, 
while stray little angels dispersed over the sky 
were poking fun at the widows.
And the widows were standing there, saying nothing, and 
the cities were dwarfed by them. So much grief! So much anguish!
Those with fortunes were quick to forget, a lord gambling at the
casino lost millions at roulette, which made his head ache, but
quickly took some 
Bayer aspirin, then there was Lord X and Monsieur Ex galloping
by, mysterious and elegant men of the world, but when a muscu-
lar young man came, nothing else would matter.
With no more of the living youth left for her, 
she keeps recalling memories of her fiancé killed in action.
Film audiences adored the mysterious and stylised women,
the number of psychologists were increasing, many of them be-
coming famous advertising managers, and giant serpents were
writhing in the subconscious,
the seduced crowds almost developed a migraine, 
but quickly took some Bayer aspirin.
Next door lived a shy lonely woman,
her laces were snarling at her like so many wild beasts,
purple tastelessness settled on her home like an octopus,
the atmosphere was suffocating.
Just as at the old junkman’s dim, wobbling shop, jammed with 
odds and ends and rusty knick knacks,
where the three pretty, soap-smelling girls spent their hours. 
Do you have a headache? Are you nervous? Dance shimmy!
A more aggressive variant of dancing: 
“Ein Zwei Drei”
The delicacies of the soul. 
No breaks!
What’s this strange, sudden silence?
“Mein Gott!”
“Es sieg heil!”
And now here I am, who witnessed the big lie
and so many horrors still as a child.
My first experiences were so bad that it could have been hardly
surprising if 
all good faith and honesty had died out in me for the rest of my life,
it is most characteristic of me that I’m much more cautious and
careful about illusions than the ancients were.
With keen eyes and clear mind, I’m trying to asses
the vistas opening up in the new world.
I am a child of the age that defies blind destiny,
though dim memories still haunt me at times,
no, but no!
One day they will vanish, like superstitions.
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Adjusted to the text and its often anti-fascist overtones,
the sequences of images further refine the text’s inherent
semantic layers. Dezsô Korniss, the film’s graphic di-
rector, played a fundamental role in defining the ele-
ments of composition for the film director. His style,
manifest in the film, has its roots in the constructive–sur-
realist method of picture construction that he developed
in the 1930s. In 1934, Korniss and Lajos Vajda embarked
upon collecting motifs and developing a new style in
collaboration. Having lived and worked for years in
Paris, both Vajda and Korniss regarded photo montage
at the time as one of the most modern methods of pic-
ture construction. They considered it useful for two rea-
sons: for the creation of abstraction and for collage films.
Korniss, just like Vajda, used photo montage first of all
to address social problems and found collage film in-
triguing for the same reason. Eisenstein had an undeni-
ably great influence on them during their Paris years. “I
experiment now with various objects, all singled out
from different environments, to see what their effect will

be when assembled onto a single pictorial plane (constructive surrealist scheme). Besides this, I am probing into
what Russian film theoreticians dealt with: what effect will an object have when it is placed in different, `alien´
environments?”12 Photo montage would appear now and again throughout Korniss’ work as a sort of rational
sign to emphasise the constructive nature of the picture. 

So Korniss chose photo montage as a point of departure, which was in line with Kovásznai’s dramatur-
gical concept problematising social–political phenomena. Photo montage was not far from Kovásznai’s prac-
tice either; from the early 1960s, his friends often saw French art magazines (first of all L’oeil) in his studio,
which he would cut up and utilise for montages. At the same time, both of them collected visual materials from
Hungarian magazines of the early 20th century and the mid-war period, such as the Tolnai Világlapja [Tolnai’s
World Journal], Színházi Élet [Theatre Life], Magyar Úriasszonyok Lapja [Hungarian Ladies’ Journal]. 

“Eisenstein’s method (the spies are called into action upon orders from the police in his film, Strike) has
a visual arts’ flavour: by disavowing real time, it is a play of different images juxtaposed in space. Such direct

12 Letter from Lajos Vajda to his wife,
Júlia Vajda. Szentendre, 3 September
1936. In: Vajda Lajos emlékkönyv [L.V.
Memorial Volume] (Budapest: Magvetô
Kiadó, 1972), 16.

Lajos Vajda: Peruvian Madonna, 1930-1933,
Paris, photomontage (Collection of Vera
Jakovits and Gyula Kozák)
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Monologue film still, 1964 (the picture
crops were made from retouched HD 
material transcribed from the negatives)
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Monologue film still, 1964 (the picture
crops were made from retouched HD 
material transcribed from the negatives)
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use of montage, however, was rendered ineffective in sound films. It prevailed in
the works of visual artists. Korniss preserved the polyphony of spatial arrange-
ments, while making use of the dimension of time as well. In addition to the mon-
teur, the visual artist in its own right appears in the frames of Monologue. In the
scene with the widows, the silhouettes that appear – soft forms with hanging
heads – resemble non-figurative forms, in which one can easily recognise Kor-
niss’ motifs of the compositions that he made between 1950 and 1958.”13

Owing to the directness of the two artists, both the photo montage and the
collage film were imbued with a unique character. Korniss integrated the differ-
ent motifs developed in the course of thirty years into the montages: all the ele-
ments from Paris through Szentendre to Budapest, which he distilled from the
collected motifs by means of his characteristic method of abstraction. These can be
detected in the colours of the film as well as in the forms encompassing the photo
cut-outs. Kovásznai introduced an individualistic directorial style into the collage
film tradition through his method of moving the montage motifs, according to
their rhythmic variations and coordination of colours.

CONTEMPORANEOUS PARALLELS WITH MONOLOGUE OUTSIDE HUNGARY

Among the short experimental animation films for adults, a few international ex-
amples may be examined as having close relations to Monologue from the aspects
of form and style. Along these lines, the Warsaw workshop must be mentioned in
the first place.

Models for the 1960s’ experimental animation techniques in Hungary can
be found above all among the Polish animation films of the late 1950s. A common
film vocabulary began to formulate at that time, to become seminal for a small
group of experimental film directors at animation film studios in socialist coun-
tries. Under the impact of the Warsaw Arsenal Art Exhibition in 1955, and its aes-
thetics rebelling against socialist realism, Jan Lenica (1928) and Walerian
Borowczyk (1923) received new impetus for their imagistic work influenced by
classical avant-garde sources. In the late 1950s, they collaborated on five short
films employing photomontage and paper cut-out techniques. Their primary sub-
ject was a metaphysical story about characters placed in an absurd world.14 The
dark, surreal and existentialist tone of their films, with their distance kept from the
Disney style, the philosophical and social issues they addressed, and the marked,
individual atmosphere of photography combined with graphics, must have had
a great influence on Kovásznai.

In addition to the aforementioned Polish directors, reference must be made
to animation filmmaker Witold Giersz, who employed methods of classical paint-
ing – similarly to Kovásznai – in a continuous repainting process in front of the

13 Géza Perneczky, “Kovásznai György
rajzfilmjeirôl” [Cartoons by Gy. K.]
Filmkultúra [Film Culture], 2/1966.
14 Jerry Beck (ed.), Animation Art, From
Pencil to Pixel (London: Flame Tree Pub-
lishing, 2004), 174, 194.

Jan Lenica: Labyrinth, 1963, film still from
the film Labyrinth (from Marcin Gizycki’s
archive)

Witold Giersz: Horse, 1963, film still from
the film Horse (from Marcin Gizycki’s
archive)
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camera, creating his own peculiar painting of metamorphoses. His films, however, only bear relations to
Kovásznai’s work in their form and style; their content and frame of reference are completely different. 

Although these films are based on narration, none of them employs such a concrete, verbally articulated
and confrontational text that was used in Monologue. Besides animation film, Polish art also made a significant
influence on Hungarian artists in other fields, such as live-action film and graphic art, especially poster art.

In addition to the Polish influence, another important parallel must be drawn at this point, namely with
the works by Stan Vanderbeek from the 1950s and 1960s. Visionary avant-garde film director Stan Vanderbeek
(1927–1984) was also a painter, graphic artist and experimental animation filmmaker, who – similarly to Kovász-
nai – had studied painting before starting a career in filmmaking. His early films from the 1950s are all animated
collages that attest to a profound training in graphic art and painting. This is most evident in the case of
Breathdeath. His Science Fiction (1959) and À la Mode (1960) are collage films that were made according to a
paper-cutting technique. During his career spanning over thirty years, Vanderbeek experimented light-heart-
edly with different media, with the intent to realise a community-oriented art, one that is leftist in mentality,
comprehensible and accessible for a wider audience. Influences of Russian collage film and French photo mon-
tage characterise his early works. Each of his collage films made in the 1950s aims to visualise the patterns of
social phenomena, without, however, having a dominant narrative; instead, his film sequences are linked
through a system of visual associations, creating, above all, a surreal space of associations.

“Even though he was immensely influential at the time, experimental film maker […] Stan Vanderbeek
has largely been erased from history, is not included in canonical histories, and is known today only to schol-
ars and artists familiar with the avant-garde of the 1960s and 70s. Even among these few, his work remains
poorly understood, evaluated on his body of stop-motion animated experimental films.”15 His concept of “ex-
panded cinema”, a term he coined, has fallen into oblivion. The reasons for this are themselves momentous, sim-
ilarly to Kovásznai’s reception history. Both histories demonstrate the way political powers of the time shaped
the era’s cultural autobiography according to their own images. Vanderbeek was one of the most radical Amer-
ican artists of the period, who renounced the antithetical relationship between avant-garde autonomy and mass
media production (including Hollywood), which was an axiom for contemporaneous cultural production. 

It is interesting to note the similarity between the social-political content of Vanderbeek and Kovásznai’s
collage films: both of them fundamentally criticised the prevailing system from the left – from opposing sides of
the Iron Curtain. Vanderbeek was deeply and consciously socialistically oriented, aiming to transform social con-
sciousness through the emerging information and communication technologies of his time. He considered ani-
mation film as a means toward this end. One should also notice that instead of using a visual vocabulary derived
from high culture, the collages in their films were comprised of images taken from popular culture, revealing a

15 Mark Bartlett, “The Politics of Media
in Stan Vanderbeek’s Poemfields.” Anima-
tion: An Interdisciplinary Journal. SAGE
Publications, 2008. Vol. 3, 266–287.

Audrey Hepburn, New York, January
1967, Photo by Richard Avedon. 
© 2010 The Richard Avedon Foundation.

Stan Vanderbeek: Á la Mode, 1959, 
film still (© The Stan Vanderbeek Bequest)
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leftist approach to the interconnectedness between art and life. At the same time, both of them found their roots
in the medium of classical French photo montage, in regard to both the domain of forms and the choice of refer-
ences that problematise the issues of social injustice, while their methods of collage construction are reminiscent
of Eisenstein’s practice. Regardless of major inclination towards modernism, both of them renounced essential-
ism, to take sides instead with the permeability of art forms, a free movement across different media. 

“More important, inter-culturally, art and life must do something about the future; the world is hanging
by a thread of verbs and nouns. I see that certain films, made in a certain way and presented in a certain way,
will help us and will be used as a technique to understand and balance the senses. The development of a non-
verbal international picture language that makes use of cinema and other image-transmission systems is of ut-
most importance in the consistent crises of world peace.”16

The above text provides an excellent example of a common outlook of universalism accepted by artists
on both sides of the Cold War. The principle of universalism, just as the imperative of humanism, is pivotal in
regard to the startling parallels of their films.17

The use of Richard Avedon’s photo and Audrey Hepburn’s attire demonstrate a close relationship be-
tween certain frames of Monologue and the most fashionable photo art of the era. This is primarily owing to the
fact that both Korniss and Kovásznai were familiar with West European art magazines, which were hardly ac-
cessible in Hungary at the time. Both of them frequented the Fészek Artists Club’s library, where these maga-
zines, though in a limited number, were available. 

ITS EFFECT WITHIN HUNGARY

With respect to the Hungarian impact of Monologue, mention must be made of Sándor Reisenbüchler’s diploma
film from 1964, produced at Béla Balázs Studio. A Portrait of Our Century is also centred around a subjective nar-
rative Self, recounting – with the help of symbolic image sequences – the series of historical conflicts of the
20th century from the perspective of the classical Marxist social theory. The monotonous tone of narration, with
its concise summary of universal principles, is of a homogeneous dramatic character, lacking the poetic and
playful elements apparent in Kovásznai’s film. Following the title sequence, the personal voice becomes preva-
lent; you can see and hear a private diary. Unlike in Kovásznai’s film, the overlapping between the identity of
the narrator and that of the director is made more apparent here: photo portraits of Reisenbüchler appear in sev-
eral instances in the film. Possibly owing to the director’s earlier experience with documentary filmmaking,
Reisenbüchler’s film – compared to the Monologue’s collages – is imbued with a stronger affinity to Soviet clas-
sical avant-garde film and filmic montages by Eisenstein and Meyerhold. Reisenbüchler continued to use this
technique of collage in his body of animation films later on as well. 

16 Ibid. [Mark Bartlett quotes Vander-
beek, “Culture Intercom, A Proposal and
Manifesto,” Film Culture 40, 1966.
17 Universalism here refers to the basic
modernist values acknowledged on
both sides of the Iron Curtain during
the Cold-War period, allowing for com-
parisons between the cultural output of
the West and the East.

Dezsô Korniss: Mourning – from the film
Monologue, 1962, paper, montage, 
25,7 × 32,5 cm, signed at lower left, 
(Courtesy the Nudelman Collection)

Sándor Reisenbüchler: A Portrait from 
Our Century, 1964, film still
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Young Man Playing the Guitar at the 
Old Masters’ Gallery, 1964, film stills 
(In the background, Dezsô Korniss’ 
painting entitled Calligraphy is visible.) 

Young Man Playing the Guitar at the 
Old Masters’ Gallery (Closing credits), 
1964, film still

Young Man Playing the Guitar at the 
Old Masters’ Gallery, 1964, film still 
(Dezsô Korniss: Illuminations, detail, 
with the inscription, “Collection”)
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YOUNG MAN PLAYING THE GUITAR AT THE OLD MASTERS’ GALLERY (1964)

This montage film was made as a sequel to Monologue, right after the latter was finished. Based on its preva-
lent controversies, Monologue was seen by the state institutional system as a viable threat to cultural politics. No
wonder then that the Film Inspectorate treated Kovásznai and Korniss’s second film with suspicion at its in-
house premiere. As a consequence, the film did not pass the “test”. Dated 15 June 1965, the following is recorded
in the minutes: “The film’s distribution was not authorised; it is forbidden to release it.”18

The records contain the following short summary of the film: “The film is based on a man’s emotions and
imagination evoked upon seeing a naked woman. The method of representation: A small statute – a boy with
a guitar – starts playing the guitar. While making music, he becomes entranced by watching a painting of a fe-
male nude in front of him, and his music and movements become ever wilder. In the meantime – as a sign of
the man’s imagination – the nude also starts to move.”

Evidently, the records of the decision do not mention the real reason of prohibition. They only provide
a superficial, ignorant, and substandard description for bureaucratic purposes. Whatever was the real reason,
his friends remember that Kovásznai was made to pay a visit to the Deputy Minister of Culture György Aczél
(the one-person ‘cultural dictator’ of the period between 1957 and 1967). Following the audience, a pale Kovász-
nai, displaying a sarcastic smile, told his friends that Aczél “suggested” that he should not waste his talent on
film adaptations of bourgeois symbols. The fact that the Hungarian film industry as a whole was completely
unable to handle the film’s prohibition (and the film itself) even later, during the course of the softening and
falling-apart of socialism, is apparent in how the prohibition was handled in the late 1980s. At the end of the
film’s existing copy one can read: “The film was produced in 1964. Premiered in 1988.” Neither explanation,
nor evaluation, not even a simple reason was given. This was the situation in 1988.

What were the reasons for the banning? The title itself and its visual representation must have been prob-
lematic. By the “old masters’ gallery”, the works of old masters were implied; i.e., a part of a museum collec-
tion that does not showcase socialist art. Naturally, the most palpable example was the Old Masters Picture
Gallery at the Budapest Museum of Fine Arts; the one that Kovásznai frequently visited at the time. The title
alone was a hint at the body of cultural production prior to the socialist system; consequently, the authorities
must have perceived it as a symbol of the legacy of the “oppressive classes”. The baroque frame around the
main title also evoked an array of values belonging to the bourgeoisie, or even aristocracy.

The young man with a guitar could stand for the music of the West, which was part of the prohibited list
in 1964. It could first of all allude to rock music, which had been banned in the Eastern Bloc for a long time as
a musical manifestation of the decadent youth of the Western world.

The two protagonists of the film might seem completely neutral in the eyes of a contemporary viewer:
a sitting nude and a young man in white with a guitar. But what could it mean for the culture politicians of the
era? What objections did Deputy Minister of Culture György Aczél have against the film? In the early 1960s,
art – just as any other product – was to shape the prototype of a “socialist man”. Even with the best of inten-
tions, none of the usual paraphernalia belonging to such a concept may be detected in the film. On the contrary,
it contains all that – within the visual cultural campaign of the Cold-War era – belonged to the requisites of the
West; as such, it was only meaningful as a reference to the decadent manifestations of the enemy. Starting from
the 1950s, abstraction, abstract expressionism and composition based on free association were assigned to the
West by the Cold-War logics, while realism and figural composition based on pragmatic logical connections
were assigned to the East. In the film in question, the nude appears in an oval Biedermeier  frame in the old
masters’ gallery, to metamorphose later on into a photograph, and then again into a filmed moving figure. Pay-
ing attention neither to him nor to any changes going on in her surroundings, she does not establish any con-
tact with the boy. In a fully narcissistic manner, most of the time she is made to carry out a single type of action:
she observes herself in a mirror and beautifies herself. No one could mistake her for the embodiment of the so-
cialist female ideal; on the contrary, she is decadent and fully immersed in herself. Consequently, her charac-
ter must have easily been interpreted as a symbol of Western individualism. 

The young man’s appearance is also a negation of the “socialist male prototype”. His sensitive, fragile
and slender figure becomes dwarfed by the woman’s buxom and lazy body. He is jumping about like a rock
musician; in his behaviour no one could detect a trace of the pragmatic, rational, goal-oriented socialist male
ideal. Whereas in the first half of the film his movements are typically dynamic and “manlike”, in the second
half – when the music changes into a whispering, erotic male voice speaking English (!) and the nude is over-

18 The strictness of the prohibition can
be clearly demonstrated by the fact that
not even art historian László Beke was
able to see the film when he was writ-
ing his volume of essays, Tanulmányok a
magyar animációs filmrôl [Studies on
Hungarian Animation]. In the relevant
part of his essay, Beke simply states,
“The author had no way to see `Young
Man Playing the Guitar at the Old Mas-
ters’ Gallery´ (1964).” 
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lapped by classical Renaissance female figures and cherubim with harps – the figure of the boy with the gui-
tar becomes dwarfed while he devoutly looks up at the female figure. This is again not a typical representation
of the socialist gender equality, that of male and female workers. While a painting depicting a suffering man’s
head appears in the background, the erotic male voice suggests a similar atmosphere. In the rest of the film, the
figure of the boy with the guitar evokes a sense of loneliness, melancholy and self-pity.

Music is also a major constituent of the film. Performed by Zorán Sztevanovity (guitarist, singer, and
composer) and his pop band, the soundtrack attests to the fact that already in his second film, Kovásznai re-
alised he had to employ Hungarian pop music, and if possible, original music composed for the film. This was
a pioneering decision, the first instance in Hungarian film production. This fact might also have frightened the
decision makers, since nothing in the film resembled the familiar world of animation films. Obviously, the com-
rades had to face a smartly coded contemporary cultural reflection. As the film is without a narrative, it is made
to suggest a mere loose system of relationships; thus, it soon becomes evident to the viewer that the characters,
along with the imagistic spaces, are to be regarded as fictitious and symbolic. 

Dezsô Korniss created the paintings and designed the figures appearing in the film, while he also incor-
porated his own existing series of works. The abstract paintings in the background, vibrating according to the
rhythm of the music, are pieces from his Calligraphies, a series of large-sized compositions he made between
1956 and 1962, initially in enamel paint and later in ink. It also has symbolic import, since his Calligraphies bear
a close relationship to Jackson Pollock’s technique of dripping and overall painting style, which was regarded
at the time as the emblematic style pertaining to the free art of the Western world: American expressionism,
which started its world-conquering career with Jackson Pollock in its forefront. At this point, Korniss and Kovász-
nai embraced Western aesthetics in a most explicit manner, which was forbidden in this part of the world.

In the second half of the film, abstracted, constructivist heads are made to appear: the pieces from Kor-
niss’ Illuminations series. The camera zooms in on one of these black heads against a red background. At that
point, a text collage is made to appear below the image of the head, with a flashing text repeatedly signalling
the word, “collection”. Both the visual and the audible texts are in English during this section. Korniss’ avant-
gardist art is present in this film in a much more expressive manner than in the Monologue; an art that dis-
avowed the main stream of the era’s socialist art.

Kovásznai’s cinematic devices draw from similar sources as Korniss’ painterly devices. Filled with a
more dynamic music, the boy’s figure is shown in the first part as multiplied against an abstract background,
clearly following the logic of pop art. The overlapping montage, the collage changing to the rhythm of the
music, the shift from photo negative to positive, the placement of Korniss’ paintings in space, and their rhyth-
mic vibration all instantiate an aesthetic stance closely related to West European art of the time. 

Moreover, it becomes fairly evident that the inherent gender issue of the film was an original conceptual
element: the dimensional difference between the two figures vanishes towards the end, with the female nude
appearing dressed, visible from the front, in a size equal to that of the young man with the guitar. Drawing the
previous, disbalanced situation between the figures to a close, “THE END” inscription pops up on the frame.

THOUGHT (1966)

Thought is a short painting film by Korniss and Kovásznai. It was made for the Montreal World Expo 67 where,
in addition to the 50 minutes’ duration, the subject was also determined: Man and His World. For that matter,
there were seven other short films produced at the Pannonia Film Studio for the occasion. Unfortunately, the
film was lost, with neither the Pannonia Film Studio nor its successor, the Hungarian National Film Archives,
being aware of its whereabouts. 
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FROM DAWN TO DUSK / SOMETHING DIFFERENT (1967)

Korniss and Kovásznai made this film in collaboration with György Dobrai, sharing both the script and the di-
rection. Although From Dawn to Dusk is farther from Korniss’ signature style of painting, it can be regarded as
a sequel to the previous two films. Their common features are photo montage, an experimental combination
of photo stills and live-action film, as well as a strict compositional unity in terms of form and content.

The forthcoming gender theme in Young Man Playing the Guitar becomes the main issue here. It is a film
etude about a day of a woman. While examining what the film has to say about the female gender role, one can
also learn a lot about the era’s attitude to gender issues in general. 

The initial live-action sequence shows a typical representative of the Hungarian intelligentsia: a writer
(played by screenplay writer and film director Géza Böszörményi) sitting in front of an immense, artistic, Ren-
aissance marble fireplace, surrounded by his typewriter, heaps of manuscripts and a huge ashtray. Puffing on
his cigarette with his necktie loosened, he begins recounting a story of a woman, set in a present time Budapest,
in an impassive voice. Seeing this man around the age of forty with an impudent arrogance as he sets out to
tell the woman’s story, one can perceive something of the typical male chauvinist attitude of the era, which
was prevalent even within the capital’s intellectual circles. It would be telling to see how many women actu-
ally managed to run a career similar to men at the time.

Following the introduction, only the narrator’s voice can be heard, while the live-action film is replaced
by the female protagonist’s photos fading in and out. It is at this point that Korniss’ main visual contribution
becomes most conspicuous: the strong colours of ovals and circles appearing in the initial credit sequence reap-
pear as backgrounds for the still photos. This causes the woman’s photo portraits to become more abstract,
gaining a symbolic meaning. Throughout the film, the narrator recounts the story of an average emancipated
woman from the 1960s’ Budapest, but it is only from disparate fragments that the viewer is able to put together
the circumstances and events of her life. The film has above all a documentary character, aiming at depicting
a social phenomenon through capturing simple, everyday stories and situations; on a macro level, its conclu-
sion is fostered by Korniss’ generalising and abstracting style of photomontages and vibrating colour inserts. 

Truly interesting is a sort of anthropological and ethnographical ambition allowing an insight into a lower-
middle-class interior: the home of a single woman with its objects and colours (antique furniture and folk art) as
well as the site and circumstances of a typical female administrative job at a big company (typewriting, adminis-
trative tasks, the phone and the package of cigarette on the table), suggestive of the narrow scope of life allotted
to a divorced young woman, who raises her daughter alone, and the social expectations that she has to abide by. 

Although from a male perspective, we are initiated into the inner conflict between emancipation and
conventional gender role: the woman decides to devote her life to her daughter instead of going to an evening
date. “Out of uncertainty and fear of a possible date, suddenly she decides that she does not need anybody (beat

From Dawn to Dusk, 1967, film stills
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music is being heard). Yet after all, she decides to go to the late night date – feeling that she had broken her
pledge to herself.”19 Having reached the breaking point between traditional and modern values, the inner con-
flict is rendered palpable by constructive–surrealist photo montages of deconstructed fragments of the woman’s
face. An exaggerated audio material makes this point even more dramatic: the sound of radio tuning, an anx-
ious searching among international radio stations. A film theoretical problem can also be taken up here: the still
photos, photo montages and live-action shots alternate in quick succession, whereby their function and weight
are mutually complementary rather than competitive.

The closure of the film is about the pre-determined fate of a Hungarian female, shown from a male per-
spective. It focuses on the irreconcilable contradiction between traditional and modern roles, to arrive at a con-
clusion according to which the woman is made to be satisfied with an ever unfulfilled wanderlust. This
somewhat cynical conclusion was articulated by Dobrai and Kovásznai as follows: “She had a secret she never
revealed to anyone, that she was actually a venturesome explorer, something like Magellan or Vasco de Gama.
It would be so good to take big journeys, better to see more; to hear, converse, and meditate more. Sometimes
she thinks of faraway ships…”20 In the closing sequence one can see the figure of the woman moving away,
while the sustained sound of a ship’s siren is audible. 

No review of the film has ever been published; there were hardly any public screenings; it did not actu-
ally reach an audience.

A Painter’s Diary. Details from Dezsô 
Korniss’ Illuminations series, from the 
documentary slide archives of the 
Pannonia Film Studio, 1968

19 Quote from the relevant part of the
film; the narrator’s text.
20 Quote from the relevant part of the
film; the narrator’s text.
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A PAINTER’S DIARY (1968) 

The visual impact of the title sequence is defined by colour ovals similar to the ones in From Dawn to Dusk.
Based entirely on music, the film only includes text in the main title and at the end during the credit sequence;
and even there, only in written form: “This 6-minute film has been made from a series of paintings by renowned
Hungarian painter Dezsô Korniss. What is most special about the film is that it is based on a single motif – a
simplified representation of a human face – in more than two hundred colour variations. The artist has been
painting his `diary´ for several decades […]

We dedicate this art historical curiosity to earnest painting enthusiasts. […] this diary is being written fur-
ther by life; and only with life will it END.”

Their sole aim with this project was to make a film by implementing Korniss’ series of paintings. Why
did they think it would draw any attention at all? Following his 1947 solo show held at the European School’s
exhibition space, Dezsô Korniss had no serious opportunity to present his works for a long time. After long
years of waiting, privation, and exclusion from the art scene, the King Stephen Museum, at long last, showcased
a highly successful retrospective exhibition of his works in 1965 in the city of Székesfehérvár.21

This museum in Székesfehérvár was one of the most progressive exhibition spaces of the era. Owing to
its location outside the capital, its exhibitions received less attention from censorship. Thus, for Korniss, an ex-
hibition there did not make him compromise his professional integrity; on the contrary, it was a significant step
toward gaining recognition for his work.

The film, thus, attempts to present a series of paintings by a contemporary Hungarian artist on film.
Avoiding the boring and dry manner of documentaries, it conceives each individual painting as an element of
a cinematic language to be integrated into a single coherent sequence of moving images. Without any narra-
tive, the rhythm of the film is solely based on Corelli’s Baroque composition La Folia. Such an old favourite
variation of one of the oldest European musical themes serves to position the painting series itself. It is beyond
time and fashion; it is old and new all at once, classical as well as appealing to a wider audience. (As a matter
of fact, László Sári composed a sound track especially for the film, but in the end they decided not to use his
music). 

For that matter, both Kovásznai and Korniss started their careers with a strong musical inclination, but
finally settled upon the visual arts. Nevertheless, music continued to play an important part in their lives. 

The stylistically highly coherent visual material presented by the film is actually Korniss’s Illuminations,
a series he started in 1945–46, inspired by Rimbaud’s poetry. He continued working on the series bit by bit

21 On view between 23 August and 18
September 1965, the exhibition was cu-
rated by Péter Kovács; opening remarks
were delivered by poet János Pilinszky.
(Korniss Dezsô [Exh. cat.], Publications
of the King Stephen Museum, Series D,
No. 42. Edited by Jenô Fitz, essay by
Lóránd Hegyi).

A Painter’s Diary. Details from Dezsô 
Korniss’ Illuminations series, from the 
documentary slide archives of the 
Pannonia Film Studio, 1968
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until 1963. Self-portraits had always been important for Korniss; this series also evolved through the course of
his visual autobiographical experimentations. This is why the introductory sequence defines the film as a sort
of diary. The starting point may have been a self-portrait; the constantly changing heads are nonetheless all im-
personalised and abstracted. Rather than being manifestations of a given personality, they are instead a spatial
index of the Self. The film received positive critiques instantly, even though it was only possible to present it
within a narrow circle. 

“One cannot but praise the sense of proportion and the rhythm allowing for the viewer to traverse
through birth and death, joy and sorrow, just as the painter did. A Painter’s Diary is not a documentary or ed-
ucational film on visual art; it truly is a FILM, which has gained its inspiration from fine art”, László Menyhárt
wrote in 1974 in the art periodical, Mûvészet (Art).22 And with this, the reception history of the film was con-
cluded. No one has analysed it ever since, no one has tried to present it in a due form, not even within the Kor-
 niss centenary exhibition.23

Filmmaker Sándor Reisenbüchler, Kovásznai’s rival, considered this film in retrospect as one of Kovász-
nai’s major works: “Kovásznai’s other highly meticulous work was inspired by the opus of Dezsô Korniss: his
Illuminations series. Individual pieces of the painter’s series disclose to us an inside–outside synthesis of Man and
the Times he has lived through; creation, self-creation, tragedy and imminent destruction become interlaced
within a series of images. Korniss had preserved these monotypes of unbelievable richness for years, until the
self-revealing ̀ notes´ of the painter became organised into a moving stream of time, to be projected via the screen
before the audience, in the wake of his encounter with Kovásznai. As a general effect of the subtle fade-ins and
fade-outs, A Painter’s Diary endows Korniss’ multidimensional world with a highly tactile Proustian depth.”24

22 László Menyhárt, “Korniss és a film”
[Korniss and Film], Mûvészet [Art], Kor-
niss Special Issue, 11/1974, 19.
23 On the occasion of the 100th anniver-
sary of Dezsô Korniss’ birth, a retro-
spective exhibition was held at the
Szentendre MûvészetMalom/ArtMill
between 13 September and 16 Novem-
ber 2008. Curators of the exhibition
were Marianna Kolozsváry and Emôke
Bodonyi. The film was presented in a
rather bad quality, along with five other
films by Korniss and Kovásznai, under
unfavourable circumstances that unfor-
tunately made it hardly enjoyable.
Thus, the manner of presentation sug-
gested that it was only meant as a sup-
plement to the classical artworks
displayed on the walls.
24 Sándor Reisenbüchler, “Tükörképek
és átváltozások” [Mirror Images and
Metamorphoses], Filmvilág [Film World],
08/1984, 14–18.

The Cricket’s Wedding (Pastoral Dance), 1969,
film still (Visible on the easel is Dezsô Korniss’
oil painting from 1954, entitled Miska.)
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THE CRICKET’S WEDDING / PASTORAL DANCE (1969)25

The film is based on the constructive–surrealist scheme that Korniss developed in the 1930s in collaboration
with Lajos Vajda, which essentially meant a survey of inspiring junctions between visual art and folk art, en-
dowing the former with new energies. In their sixth – and last – collaborative film, they embarked upon yet an-
other experiment: connecting the strong artistic concept of the abovementioned constructive–surrealist scheme
with Hungarian stylistic tendencies of the first half of the 20th century and those of the 1960s, or better put, with
its complete art history. Each of the selected painters is a representative of a unique tendency. The authors chose
artists whose works they deemed outstanding: Margit Anna, István Csók, Ilona Keserü, József Koszta, Dezsô
Korniss, István Nagy, József Egry, Károly Lotz, István Nádler, and Victor Vasarely. The film starts with Korniss'
joie de vivre painting, The Cricket’s Wedding, to be followed by further paintings by him, such as Miska, an ab-
stract composition made on the pretext of a real object26, which had created a sensation at the 1957 Budapest
Spring Salon. 

The outcome is a moving montage, which begins with a concise overview of the late 19th-century real-
ism all the way up to the 1960s abstraction, juxtaposed with a compilation of ethnographical documentary
photography. The paintings are alternated with folk art objects and motifs taken from Hungarian shepherd’s
cloaks (long, felt cloaks with embroidery and applied ornament). Appearing now and then among the images,
there are photos of village people dressed in folk costumes, with an accompaniment of folk music. Without
employing a narrative, the sequences are linked by an associative, classical avant-garde method: instead of
contextual relations, the frames’ succession is primarily based on formal references. Fundamentally, the con-
cept involves experimentation with one of the major issues of the period: the marriage between high art and
folk art. At the same time, owing to the inserted compilation of folk art motifs, it provides visual and audio in-
formation – almost on a micro-historical level – on certain aspects of old Hungarian village communities and
their traditional life style. The concept is, thus, immanently extended to the problem centred on the contact
and interdependence of the traditional and the modern. Rather than analysing this issue in depth, however,
their concept is opting for a sort of modernist attitude by way of juxtaposing folk art motives with paintings
of analogous colours and forms by Vasarely, Nádler, and Keserü.

Despite the entertaining folk music inserts and smaller gags incorporated in the film, it can rather be
taken as a conceptually intriguing and insightful experiment; one that seeks no popularity, but strives instead
to substantiate Korniss’ ideal perception of the thirties’ classical avant-garde, while embracing the artistic con-
text of the 1960s as well.

Following its premiere, The Cricket’s Wedding gave rise to heated controversy. Without exception, these
debates were generated by art historians and aesthetes in defence of the Greenbergian modernist principles of
aesthetics, criticising the film for its interdisciplinarity and for its transgressions of media, styles, and ethno-
graphical methods. “No matter with what aim or characteristics an abstract picture is imbued with – whether
it is depicting order and movement or is meant to invent something new so as to enrich the world – the prob-
lem arises that it is always co-dependent on the viewer’s activity, even if the film represents the abstract image
by means of deconstructing it into its constituents. Objective pictures, on the contrary, constitute a closed and
finished unity in themselves: objective artworks are not dependent on the viewer’s participation. For this rea-
son, such a museum-like blending of images is by no means viable without stylistic incongruity.” Based on the
notion of incompatibility between visual art and film, again in the spirit of the Greenbergian, modernist the-
ory of media purity, the art critic adds (Cold War notwithstanding, the same debate was going on, on both
sides): “It is improper to put different paintings into film by making them move and inserting them among the
film’s scenes. In this way, visual art is confined within the boundaries of a different means of expression, which
may result in an arbitrary transposition of the two vocabularies of form.”27

The strictly confined boundaries that were characteristic of art criticism during the socialist era started
to dissolve with the emerging postmodern approach. This impact was felt in Hungary in the 1990s, in connec-
tion with the then spreading intermedial thinking and relationist art. It is from such a deconstructed modernist
stance that film criticism and art criticism in Kovásznai’s time appear to enforce an aesthetic framework com-
pletely different from our contemporary one. What is most intriguing about it is that Kovásznai’s hybrid media
constructions are actually able to function really properly within the very framework of our days. 

25 The title is from a Hungarian folk
song, a swine-herd dance collected by
composer Béla Bartók and treated in
several compositions (Trans.’s note).
26 The Miska jug is a typical Hungarian
glazed jug, shaped to resemble the fig-
ure of a moustached Hussar (Trans.’s
note).
27 László Menyhárt, “Korniss és a film”
[Korniss and Film], Mûvészet, Korniss
Special Issue, 11/1974, 18. 
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The Cricket’s Wedding (Pastoral Dance)
(motif from a shepherd’s cloak) 1969, 
film still



“… a dangerous literary hooligan…” 

Kovásznai was conscious in choosing his intellectual environment: his companions included elderly repre-
sentatives of modernism – those who were still around – as well as open-minded, creative writers, composers,
and directors from his own generation. From among the representatives of the older generation, he sought out
those who had preserved the Western avant-garde ethos, while from among the younger ones he chose those
who set out to relinquish the mandatory forms of thinking imposed by the regime.

Belonging to Kovásznai’s intellectual milieu from 1958 to the late 1960s, in addition to Dezsô Korniss and
the Rottenbiller Street artists’ company, there was a company of young people who would gather in Dr. Lás-
zló Végh’s home, as well as elderly artists, whose studios they often visited. There were also reading events (that
they called “Fothiana”) held at painter Ernô Fóth’s studio apartment, as well as secret theatrical groups or-
ganised in private apartments. In his reminiscences, Dr. László Végh allows us a closer insight into the atmos-
phere of these gatherings: 

We were sitting in, or rather, thronging about Dezsô Korniss’ apartment, while he, emitting short coughs, kept
bringing his Szentendre paintings and his most recent works for us to see. We heard the true story of the Szentendre cir-
cle, we heard of the goings-on of Vajda, Bálint, and many others. We were sitting at the Jakovits’s in the `Rottenbillerei´.
We marvelled at the sculpture–idols he was working on, which would have reached higher than the ceiling, had there been
room enough to fit the parts together. Meanwhile, we had a chance to take a glance at Júlia Vajda, whose very name was
forbidden at the time. We were shivering from cold in Tamás Lossonczy’s draughty apartment, where he prepared his large-
sized panels with the help of a diminishing mock mirror, in an attempt to arrive at the right proportions. There was no more
room left for him: pictures dwelled in his home. We were squatting by Sándor Weöres’ desk in the `maid’s room´, to listen
to his chanting voice. We marvelled at Milán Füst as he was enthroned behind his enormous, richly carved desk in a warm-
up suit, while his lamenting recitative broke the silence of the house. We were listening to Lajos Barta: caressing his won-
derful plaster-of-Paris idols, we tried to imagine what they would look like in a large size. We visited Ernô Hetényi, the
Lama, asking for source materials, and inviting him to certain illegal events organised by Pál Petri-Galla.28

For Kovásznai, two circles were of utmost importance. The seminal role of the Rottenbiller Street com-
pany has been described earlier in this book. At this point, I would like to give a detailed description of Dr. Lász -
ló Végh, who was an exciting societal figure of the era. From 1958 throughout the late 1960s, Dr. László Végh
was an active cultural organiser within his private sphere and that of his friends. He became a kind of infor-
mation centre, liaising among many different people. Similar private organisers shaped the map of under-
ground culture during that time, creating a set of intersecting circles – as Dr. Végh has put it – like those of the
Olympic games. They structured the companies of open-minded young intellectuals, mostly men, who were
interested in international contemporary culture and history, setting about finding their own ways and start-
ing artistic careers. While open-minded young people drawn to alternative thinking gathered in his home day
by day, and such young talents “appeared from under his wings” as Tamás Szentjóby or Kovásznai, in the
meantime, God Végh – as his young guests referred to him – would send detailed reports to the secret service
on the private events held in his own home and elsewhere. This may also illustrate to what extent was the so-
cial life of the time interwoven with intricate roles and games. The domain of power and the private sphere had
more points of intersection than the participants could have imagined. Considering the fact that one of the
“central” social figures of the time would (also) lend a hand to the authorities, one might logically come to the
conclusion that through its agents, state power – as an “identity trainer” – had a role to play in structuring so-
cial life. Even thirty years later, Dr. Végh’s personal reminiscences instantiate a dualistic point of view, as they
give an account of the events through the eyes of an outsider and evince a participatory enthusiasm, both at
the same time. He was at once a saviour of his friends and a traitor to them: he initiated highly important gath-
erings and acquaintances, which were in turn the subjects of his secret service reports. 

1958 was the year when – as if it were due to some inexplicable natural phenomenon – talented young people ap-
peared in rapid succession, united by their common affiliation! During friendly discussions and walks, acknowledging a
drawing or a painting, hearing a quotation, getting information on a piece of music, they called on one another. It was soon
that a deep friendship and fraternity developed among them. In a spiritually humiliated country such as ours was, it her-
alded a new spring, full of hopes. And a great number of people looked us up. They practically followed on each other’s heels
in my apartment, so my door was never locked. 
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3.4. 
KOVÁSZNAI 
AND HIS SOCIAL 
MILIEU OF YOUNG
INTELLECTUALS 
DURING THE 
SIXTIES: 
DR. LÁSZLÓ VÉGH
AND HIS CIRCLE

28 Dr. László Végh: Our Underground
and Our Avant-garde in the 1960s and 70s
(excerpt). Typescript, 1990, from Dr.
László Végh’s private archives.

György Kovásznai on the balcony of his
apartment in Mártírok (today Margit) 
Ring Road, Budapest, 1968
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Portrait of Dr. László Végh, 1959, mixed media
on paper, 32 × 24 cm, signed at lower right, 
“KG 59”
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Portrait of Dr. László Végh, 1959, 
mixed media on paper, 32 × 24 cm, 
unsigned
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In 1958, György Kovásznai had his first `public´ reading of his play in my apartment, for an audience of approx.
50, despite prohibitions and fears. From that time on, these events occurred on a regular basis: friendly gatherings, visits
to artists’ studios, or time spent together listening to music. The main organiser was Csaba Koncz, a student at the Tech-
nical University, a film aesthete and an excellent photographer. He called my attention to a lot of young people, brought
and forwarded news, organised contacts.

For a long time, the downtown Muskátli [Geranium] Café was our meeting place. At other times, we met at the
Architects Cellar behind the Museum Garden. We paid group visits to artists’ studios. 

The following is meant to illustrate our activities: in 1964, we had an event in every 2,5 days on an average. It in-
volved private or public happenings as well as dancing parties, like the New Year’s Eve party, or the `Konczomol´29 that
we organised to celebrate Csaba Koncz’s birthday. These manifestations were integral parts of our artistic expression, a sort
of supplement to it. The events often transformed into a series of actions resembling dress-up balls using funny billboards
and behaviours of sparkling wit. The parties were also occasions for ridiculing politics, and we never missed a chance to
do so. We were keen on emphasising the absurd nature of politics.30

Dr. Végh has cherished the memories of the sixties to this day. His living room, with the glazed tile stove
that would warm up Kovásznai and his company half a century earlier, gives us the impression that we are free
to inhale the air of the “great decade”. We can only gather an idea of the actually suffocating nature of this at-
mosphere if we try to imagine the problems of trust that pertained to the social life of the “wired” sixties. While
everybody knew for sure that somebody would report on the illegal gatherings, they also disregarded this fact,
pretending that they were living in a free world. Many of the participants, including Kovásznai, would speak
frankly in these gatherings. They read their literary pieces and were explicit about their anti-regime views, as they
simply needed these sincere exchanges of ideas. Under such circumstances, social life took place in a strange,
schizophrenic spiritual and mental space. The games among the artists who frequented these gatherings were
choreographed by the simultaneous sense of suspicion and a will to trust, by the hidden presence of the state
power residing in bugs, and a will to connect to the historical stream of high art, beyond the mundane reality.
Thus, the above story could not be interpreted solely as an instance of oppression and resistance.31 The diffuse
form of social control by the power, the description of which is mostly connected to Foucault, may render this
phenomenon easier to understand. Twenty years have passed since the democratic change, and the succeeding
generations are still left with only random pieces of an information puzzle. We cannot but feel pity for the fail-
ure to enforce the full, or at least close to full, disclosure of the network in Hungary. This process was blocked.
Even today, one can only hear about the secret agents most of the time; much less can be heard of the intelligence
agency officers who liaised with them. As a consequence, the social catharsis, which could have occurred in its
wake, failed to happen. Having no way to condemn certain individuals, the curious posterity is left with a sin-
gle possibility: to take samples of the full political community, instead of individuals. In the Dr. Végh phenom-
enon, the system of relations among the whole intellectual and artistic society of the era is instantiated: social
contacts were marked by sombre secrets, unspoken suspicion, and a veiled crisis of confidence.

29 A pun with the word, KOMSOMOL,
the name of the Soviet Communist
Union of Youth (Trans.’s note).
30 Dr. László Végh: Our Underground
and Our Avant-garde in the 1960s and 70s
(excerpt). Typescript, 1990, from Dr.
László Végh’s private archives.
31 Sándor Horváth, Kádár gyermekei.
Ifjúsági lázadás a hatvanas években.
[Kádár’s Children. Rebellious Youth in the
Sixties] (Budapest: Nyitott Könyv mû -
hely, 2009), 17.

György Kovásznai acting his own 
execution. The photos were made 
by Dr. László Végh, ca. 1960.



8 7
1 9 5 8 – 1 9 7 0

After the democratic change, the “double-edged swordsman” of the era, Dr. Végh, has created an or-
derly archive of his sound recordings, photographs, Super 8 films, and descriptions at the site of the one-time
reading events, which are precious research materials. It is in this private collection that sound recordings of
György Kovásznai’s plays, short stories, and philosophical essays have been preserved to date, as were read
by Kovásznai himself. It is with tender love and enthusiasm that he remembers his ingenuous friend:

In the summer of 1958, I performed my oratory, The Book of Jonah, on the piano. Amongst the audience of ac-
quaintances sitting in my apartment, Kovásznai became conspicuous for his devoted attention. A head surrounded with
a halo of hair, a slender man; he had an instant appreciation and feeling for the music. So we immediately established a
brotherly friendship. Later on I noticed his refined manners, erudition, knowledge of art, and a developed aesthetic taste.
I can consider myself a lucky man, for it is from him that I acquired the basis for a way of thinking about visual art. He
was an indefatigable and witty debater, focussing an excessive amount of energy on defending the true values as well as
deriding unacceptable artworks. I have never met anybody with a more vitriolic mindset, who could purvey more wither-
ing home truths about the exhibits petrified in socialist realism. It was pure joy to listen to his scathing remarks. That he
was at that time couch-surfing at friends’, writing his plays at railway stations or cafés, that he did not have an apartment,
I didn’t know. We were curious about his plays, so our apartment was proclaimed to be a reading theatre; at least fifty of
us thronged about the dining room, where I constructed a small lectern in front of the stove. Many of his plays were read
here; I still have their sound recordings. As blood-freezing as it may sound, it is a fact that public gatherings were prohibited
at the time. We, however, simply refused to acknowledge it; surely, it could only have been due to heavenly providence that
we escaped detention.

1958 was the year when Imre Nagy was executed; and in exactly the same year, Kovásznai read his quartet drama in
my apartment in front of fifty people. The play has only remained on sound recording. I recorded all of his readings (I make
documentations, since composing itself is documentation) because I knew that Kovásznai was a grand author and an imposing
personality. Our lives, in many respects, complemented each other; we had the same degree of freedom. A great many people
turned up in my apartment. My door was always open throughout the sixties, so I became a sort of institution. For that mat-
ter, András Kisfaludy’s film, Muskátli: The Illegal Café is exactly about this. During the long readings, it became evident
that Kovásznai knew the ins and outs of playwriting on a profound level. The audience of young artists and intellectuals in-
ternalised his dramas so much that some of them were able to cite long passages even at a much later time. In trying to cre-
ate a reading theatre, we also rehearsed the drama entitled, The Conquest of Mars. The subject has become topical just these
days, fifty years later. The contemporaneous value of his legacy is present through every aspect of Kovásznai’s œuvre.

We went out together to many places, such as the Rottenbillerei. There he was received with heartfelt joy: Jakovits
gave him big hugs, Júlia Vajda said hello, the children appeared, too, and we spread and admired the original Lajos Vajda
pictures. We fingered Jakovits’ wooden idols, which would have reached as high as two storeys, but were only lying around
dismembered at that time. We drank Earl Grey tea, and we were full of happiness. This tea was a rarity those days; it was
one of the prohibited smuggled goods from the West. 

Endre Bálint and his wife in the atelier.
1960.
(Courtesy Gyula Kozák and Vera Jakovits)

Dezsô Korniss at Pál Petri-Galla’s, 1964

Artists of the Rottenbiller Street “artists’
colony”: József Jakovits, Júlia Vajda, 1963
(Courtesy Gyula Kozák and Vera Jakovits)
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Kovásznai was a reserved man, yet he became a warrior when it came to art and its debate; then he became passionate
and animated. I have never found a greater polemicist than he was. His erudition made everybody gape. We found out that
he did not even have a library at home, because he gave away every book after he had read it. Why should he collect them?
He read it and memorised it instantly. This was an amiable mania of his. 

He generally avoided the company of visual artists. He consciously avoided any attachments. He wanted to remain
unbound at all times. This freedom had its positive and negative implications. The positive aspect of it was the choice of
places where he turned up. He frequented a lot of groups, but belonged to none. He remained outside every circle. 

From 1958, he worked as an editor at the periodical Nagyvilág. It was the most trustworthy literary periodical at
the time. Working for this periodical, by all means, conveyed an uncompromising and genuine social status; an elite oc-
cupation in the intellectual sense. For Kovásznai, however, this was but a degrading petty thing in regard to his talent and
capacities. 

He thought of himself as a genuine playwright and painter. When asked about his paintings, he became reserved.
He kept it as a secret; or rather, he needed a cleaned slate, because it was a sore point; for there was no chance for him to
survive in the time of socialism with his style. Lakner and Csernus started their careers simultaneously with him, but they
did not stay in the country, as opposed to Kovásznai. I visited Csernus in his studio in the late 1950s; of course, the copies
of the French L’oeil, which they had borrowed from the Fészek library, were in shreds from frequent use. But those who
did not have a chance to see it did not know what was going on out there; e.g., Titusz (Dezsô) Korniss, whom I often vis-
ited, complained to me that he could not read last month’s issue of L’oeil, so he did not know what was happening abroad.
It is interesting that the common denominator of Korniss and Kovásznai’s finding each other was honesty; for Kor niss, too,
refused to colour fifty portraits of Stalin. He would rather paint puppets and buttons. Similarly, no one should presume
that Kovásznai was naïve enough to present a painting to any kind of jury. It was out of the question. Consequently, he
was neither supported, nor tolerated, nor prohibited. Kovásznai was not forbidden. Kovásznai did not exist.

Kovásznai had no financial background; he started as a poor artist. He tried to preserve his independence. He did
not sell out himself. He did not let himself be corrupted. He was outside the party. He did not ally himself with the avant-
garde either. He had long-matured ideas of what visual art should look like, and he wrote about them in his essay, Ad-
ventures with Takamura in the Hungarian Disneyland. He did not believe in real-existing socialism. He did not
believe in the sixties either.32

Until the end of his life, Kovásznai fully trusted Dr. Végh, having been unaware of the reports his friend
sent to the State Security Authorities right from the beginning, describing the way he lived and sustained him-
self, as well as reporting on his worldview. The idea could never occur to him that his friend would blatantly
forward his latest texts of literary ambition to the secret service:

Approximately a year ago, I met Gábor György Kovásznai, who is at present the picture editor of the periodical
Nagyvilág; he is in the publishing office every Monday morning. Before coming to such a position as a literary figure,
G.GY.K. assumed the attitude of a sharply leftist `daredevil´ literary hooligan. He supports it with his proletarian origins.

32 Excerpt from an interview with Dr.
László Végh, made in September 2007
by Brigitta Iványi-Bitter for the Kovász-
nai Research Workshop’s video inter-
view archive. 

»
Pictures for the Hamlet adaptation, 1966–67,

ink, pencil, and watercolour on paper, 
22 x 30 cm, numberedGyörgy Kovásznai, 1969
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The enclosed tape, which contains the first act of his play as well, convincingly shows that G.GY.K is a dangerous liter-
ary hooligan, who subjects politics to literature, as well as writing and behaving in a destructive manner. 

This drama is quite widely known by many students of the Academy of Fine Arts as well as within literary circles,
for example Katalin Imre (…) of the literary periodicals Nagyvilág and “Life and Literature”. This K.I. protects, supports,
and encourages Kovásznai.

In the early ‘50s, Kovásznai worked as a miner in Komló for 2 years. He probably went there after his parents’ sep-
aration, to avoid conscription. Subsequently, he came to Budapest and enrolled in the Academy of Fine Arts, from where
he was expelled from Aurél Bernáth’s class, on account of his destructive behaviour in 1957. He was then employed by the
Nagyvilág periodical a few months later – with a minimum salary – after he had decided to start a literary career. Oth-
erwise, he was unemployed; his former female classmates and girlfriends have provided for him, e.g., the daughter of a music
academy professor Zoltán Vásárhelyi, Vera V, and a graduate student of the Academy of Fine Arts, Erika Ligeti. 

Kovásznai read the drama in question in front of a company of 15 people a month ago in the apartment of Dr. László
Végh. 

Kovásznai promulgates the praises of today’s Western life style, his works radiate, amidst socialist phrases and an
atmosphere of hopelessness, the end of the world, and that nothing really matters, everything is all the same. The `dehu-
manised´ society will get into a state of `light´, but before that, politics must be put to an end. He lives and proclaims a
hooligan way of life, free of constraints.33

In this way, Kovásznai’s thoughts were made to be compulsory readings for the employees of the State
Security Authorities: his writings, readings, paintings, and private theatre performances were continuously
under surveillance from 1958 until the late 1960s as potential enemy activities. It is important to note at this point
that in addition to Dr. Végh, theatre critic Péter Molnár Gál, alias Róbert Luzsnyánszki, informed the authori-
ties about the venues where Kovásznai held his readings.34 Although the term “hooligan” counted as a strongly
criminatory phrase,35 Kovásznai was not hindered in his artistic production; he had the opportunity to make
those short films that fill us with wonder even today, and he was able to rent a studio and paint monumental
canvases. He was able to do everything, albeit only in silence, as a member of a privileged subculture. How
could it be possible? It was thanks to influential people who regarded him as an outstandingly talented artist,
such as Katalin Imre literary historian in the early years, or shortly after Dr. György Matolcsy, director of the
Pannonia Film Studio, as well as János Komlós, editor of the cultural section of the “central” paper of the Hun-
garian Socialist Workers’ Party, Népszabadság. It was in this manner that Kovásznai became simultaneously
stigmatised as a “hooligan”, placed under control, and was one of the “tolerated–supported” talented people.

33 The report is dated 21 Mach 1959
(Registry number: ÁBTL 3.1.2. M-
17764). The Historical Archives of the
Hungarian State Security forwarded
this report to the heirs more than a year
after they had handed in their request
for inspection. The report was handed
over to the author of this book just prior
to the deadline for the manuscript, mak-
ing it impossible to go into further de-
tails about it. Owing to the ramifications
of the issue and its relevance to many
people, a thorough analysis shall be pro-
vided in a subsequent publication.
34 ÁBTL. 3.1.2. M-37960. This report on
the readings held in Ernô Fóth’s studio
includes the following information
about Kovásznai: “The next time
György Kovásznai’s play will be per-
formed in the form of a reading.” 16
February 1965.
35 Sándor Horváth, Kádár gyermekei. Ifjú-
sági lázadás a hatvanas években. [Kádár’s
Children. Rebellious Youth in the Sixties]
(Budapest: Nyitott Könyvmûhely,
2009), 67.

Illustration in the periodical, Nagyvilág,
published in Issue 9, 1961
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3.5. 
KOVÁSZNAI’S 
PAINTING 
IN THE SIXTIES

36 György Dózsa was the leader of a
peasants’ revolt against the Hungarian
landed nobility in 1514. This peasant
revolution and the cruel torture that its
leader and followers had to suffer was a
much favoured, and in fact, an officially
solicited, theme during the socialist era.
Many artists, including Béla Kondor,
elaborated the theme with references to
the suppression of the 1956 Hungarian
revolution.
37 Interview with János Major. László
Beke and István Hajdu’s publication
courtesy LB and IH.

After the years spent at the Art Academy, Kovásznai did not give up painting, despite the fact that he found
that pursuing a career in painting (with exhibitions, selling, and awards) in the 1950s’ and 1960s’ Hungary was
hopeless and nonsensical. It is useless to view his painterly work separate from his film œuvre, or to divide it
into either applied or autonomous painting as it was done for a long time according to the Greenbergian aes-
thetics. Kovásznai was painting anywhere he could. Naturally, he was painting differently in front of the cam-
era, outside in nature, or in a studio. Since he was unable to rent a studio, and for a long while he could not
afford the pricey canvases or paint, from the beginning of the 1960s he mostly worked in small formats, mainly
with paper and ink or watercolour. A few of his ink drawings as well as a few sensitive, abstract landscapes
made with ink and watercolour have been preserved, which he made around 1960, and a lot of which he also
integrated into his film, Diary. These early pictures were mostly made in the tradition of the French avant-
garde, reminiscent even of Matisse’s colours or of Picasso’s compositions. From his teens on, Kovásznai fol-
lowed the activities of the members of the Paris School with avid attention and interest, and by 1960 he emulated
them, so to speak, by easily integrating their means of expression into his quick and expressive painting style.
These works already attest to the fact that he regarded a picture as a space of experimentation, and instead of
the widely accepted painterly solutions, he searched for his own visual language, which wavered on the bor-
derline between drawing and painting as well as the figurative and the abstract. 

His earliest large-sized paintings are elaborations of his experiences acquired at the mines. The series is
comprised of drawing–watercolour pictures of miners at work as well as of two oil paintings. This picture se-
ries differs from the rest in regard to its theme and style. The miner portraits suggestive of dramatised carica-
tures, the blue-red watercolour backgrounds, and the paintings’ dark tonality imbue the pictures with a
homogeneous atmosphere. One of the most pressing questions of the 1960s regarding the depiction of human
form was originally solved here. There are no distinguished characters, and one does not find examples of in-
dividualisation. Due precisely to the contradictory nature of the proletariat’s utopian and mundane situation,
the pictures are fundamentally expressions of drama, suffering, and physical affliction.

The theme of his picture entitled In the Mine is based on his depressing experience he acquired as a miner:
work in the dark shafts, where the faces are almost indiscernible, and what remains to dominate is the bluish sil-
houettes of bodies tightly pressed against the hewers’ tools and the all-enveloping darkness. The painting is de-
fined by the subtly applied tones of black and blue colours. In the composition of concentric circles one can see
an unhappy group of robots as if they were shoved into an immense gun-barrel, while the depressing atmosphere
is further heightened by the fatigued, dark bodies of two miners in the foreground. His large-sized painting
Mine Tunnel was also created in the mid-1960s. In terms of its style, it is much less determined by sharply con-
toured drawings of human figures; instead, a wider colour palette and the painterly solutions of subtly defined
dark–light contrasts are meant to set off the figures against the dark background. Only the flashing of eyes and
head torches can be seen; there are no individualised faces here; the sweaty flavour of the battle for survival is
what impregnates the bodies. In this picture, Kovásznai’s idiosyncratic painterly language freely mixes Matis-
sean elements with socialist realism, expressionism and surrealism, to finally come up with a unique and in-
comparable creation unparalleled in his time. In relation to the portrayal of the proletariat’s laborious life, Béla
Kondor’s Dózsa36 series could be mentioned as Kovásznai’s contemporary parallel. This parallel, though, is pri-
marily referring to the choice of theme: the interest in big universal themes was a common feature among the
artists of the time. Besides the Dózsa series or the depiction of the proletariat, for example, Kovásznai as well as
Kondor made their own Hamlet adaptation. In fact, Kondor had graduated from the Academy of Fine Arts in
1956, a year before Kovásznai’s last year, and they even knew each other. Kovásznai was not a Kondor fan like
so many of his friends, such as János Major, who recalled a memory in connection to this from 1958: “I showed
my friend Gyuri [Georgie] Kovásznai the pages of my final thesis, the worker series, to which he remarked: ̀ Did
you also surrender to the Kondor type of dark surrealism?´ Kovásznai did not like Kondor.”37 But after all, Béla
Kondor was a figure important enough for Kovásznai to analyse his own approach to him in Self-Interview, which
is all the more significant because in this context he touches upon other Hungarian artists from the 1960s as well:

“Kondor took on a peculiar role. While Major’s role was to painstakingly cripple his mighty talent on the intima-
tion of his neuroticised theories, and while Lakner became the glamorous demon of fashion-postulated art, Béla Kondor –
and I plead for God to deliver me from the powerful anger of his admirers – well, Samu [Kondor] is an `als ob´ artist in
the sense as artists are presented in popular artist biographies from the turn of the century. He was an artificial and af-
fected creature down to the core, who was invented to serve a particular purpose, since there was undeniably a substan-
tial need for him.” 
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In the Mine, painted after the 1955 sketch
in 1965, oil on canvas, 180 ×190 cm, 
unsigned
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Mine Tunnel, painted after the 1955 sketch
in 1965, oil on canvas, 150 × 250 cm, 
unsigned
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Preliminary study for the Sci-Fi Scene,
1959, ink on paper, 43 × 34 cm, signed at
lower right, “K 59”
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Sci-Fi Scene, ca. 1967, oil on canvas, 
150 × 190 cm
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»
Presso (Café) Series, ca. 1960, watercolour,
tempera, and pencil on paper, 24 × 33 cm,

inscribed on the cover of the folder 
containing the series, “Presszó” [Café]

Soldier, 1960, pencil and watercolour on paper,
23 × 16 cm, signed at lower right, “KG 60”

Modern Interior, 1960, pencil and water-
colour on paper, 24 × 32 cm

“Was he compensating for a lack?”
“And a vital one at that. In the midst of that dry, insipid sawdust which characterised the fifties’ culture, a sub-

stantial need arose for spiritual and artistic essences such as individuality, originality, the above-average or the heroic–ti-
tanic. We suddenly needed a big artist with a capital B, the Soul demanded its due with a capital S, the unsatisfied need
for Devotion started to demand what justly belonged to it with a capital D; that is to say, Kondor was invented due to so-
cial-psychological reasons.”

“Which, in itself, could have been good.”
“Right, but it didn’t turn out good. To be more exact, he faultlessly emulated the role, with all its poses, attributes,

and mannerisms. So, in this regard, he undeniably commanded respect, but not as an art-historical figure but as a cultural-
historical curiosity.” 

“Isn’t it unjust to degrade somebody with such a gift for drawing to a cultural-historical curiosity?” 
“It truly is, but I’ll attempt to summarise my opinion in a few more analytical sentences. Samu [Kondor] was fol-

lowing the most awkward traditions of the modernising religious art of the Horthy era (30s and early 40s). I would have
been kissing his feet if his work had reached the level of Bosch or Rembrandt, or if only he had come close to the exceptional
Tibor Csernus, but he didn’t do that. His artistic roots are to be found in the Thököly Road Dominican Church, in the Kon-
thuly frescoes that are to be seen there – and I don’t even intend to mention more unknown or forgotten examples. We
would, thus, keep living in utter self-deception if we avoided to face these – I daresay – disenchanting facts! But to go even
further: he committed the most foul and wretched deed that a fine artist could have done at that time: he was de-con-
cretising. He rose to the bait and accepted the lie, according to which the autonomous Artist, as such, with a capital A, is
the authentic manifestation of an artist.”

He chose to work in a completely different style when it came to his paintings created in relation to his writ-
ings than in the case of the miners series. In the 1960s, Kovásznai wrote a few plays with a sci-fi theme and in
an ironic style, about people escaping the Earth. One of these plays are the many times revised The Conquest of
Mars (other revised titles: The Golden Age, The Secret Nostalgia Program) as well as the novel, Hydra. Some of his
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«
Café Scene, 1966, pencil on paper, 
24 × 16 cm, signed at lower right, 
“KG 66”

Landscape (included in the film,
Diary), 1960, ink, and pencil on paper,
22 × 31 cm, signed at lower right, 
“K 60”

Landscapes (included in the film,
Diary), 1960, watercolour, ink, 
and pencil on paper, 22 × 31 cm, 
unsigned
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Three Kings, ca. 1967, oil on canvas, 
150 x 250 cm, unsigned
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Dezsô Korniss: Laocoon (Struggle) I, 1948 
oil on paper, 
34 x 44 cm, signed at lower right, 
“Korniss D 48”. Nudelmann Collection 



»
Perspectival Landscape, ca. 1969, 

oil on canvas, 182 × 191 cm, unsigned

1 0 2

large-sized oil paintings were inspired by these literary works. What distinguishes the style of his painting de-
picting three human-like aliens from his earlier works is its homogeneous brown, almost planar background.
Due to their powerful colours and dynamic surfaces, the three main figures draw all the attention to them-
selves in the painting. The movement of the two figures, pointing to the tiny yellow and red planets seen in the
background, determines a sense of depth in the space; otherwise the composition is static and centrally or-
dered, as if the painting, evoking the classical iconography of the three philosophers, was focused on a dialogue.
Such a composition divided into three sections is in many ways reminiscent of Dezsô Korniss’ paintings of
similar composition, e.g., the division of his paintings in the Three Kings could be paralleled to Korniss’ Laocoon
(Struggle) I (1948) painting. The coronation insignia – the globe, the sceptre, the crown – are held by three en-
throned figures while conferring: two figures are listening to the speech of the one on the left side. The planar
background of the picture, its fictional light effects and colours incite a metaphorical–symbolic interpretation.

His large-sized painting, Perspectival Landscape is completely unique even within his own œuvre. We can
find earlier drawings already from the 1960s that served as the basis for some of the details in the painting, such

Preliminary study for the painting, 
Perspectival Landscape, 25 x 35 cm, 
unsigned

Modernist Landscape, ca. 1960, 
watercolour and pencil on paper, 
24 × 32 cm, unsigned
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as the Johnnies series, but in general, it cannot be compared to the rest of his works. The theme, based on a sur-
realist association of ideas and closely resembling a dream-like landscape, is basically set out to examine the re-
lationship between landscape and human representation: the surprising depth of space and distances as well as
the complicated size and ratio relations of the figures tend to pull the viewer towards the picture’s vanishing
point; towards the seemingly infinite frontier of the horizon. Brilliant drawing style and a postmodern, cita-
tional painterly application of post-impressionism imbue the painting with an exceptionally powerful effect. 

“Perception in terms of movement, in terms of a series 
of non-isolated phenomena, is a life philosophy.” 

Having learnt a lesson from the years spent at the Academy and leaving it all behind, Kovásznai turned away
from a professional and regularly exhibiting art career, to look for a type of intellectually creative work which
was not crippled by censorship. From 1958, in the company of his acquaintances associated with the periodi-
cal Nagyvilág, he gradually opened himself up to a writing career. By 1961, however, it became evident for him
that his autobiographical novel (Times, 1957–1959) and his plays could not be published, thus he would only
be able to survive working as an art editor or a publicist. At the same time, he did not give up painting and
drawing even during this period, although he was unable to rent a studio due to the lack of funds. 

Upon graduating from the Academy of Fine Arts, animation could not have been a viable interdiscipli-
nary career aim for György Kovásznai, since the art of animation was still undeveloped in Hungary. The Pan-
nonia Film Studio was only established in 1957 from the Szinkron Film Production Company, up until then it
had functioned as a nationalised version of Gyula Macskássy’s pre-war private practice. Here, only a few peo-
ple were allowed to work on animation films, which were primarily created to serve propaganda purposes, only
seldom were a few short cartoons for children produced. At that time, nobody considered animation film pro-
duction to be an intriguing endeavour; thus, money was rarely invested in the production, and the work was
often carried out under extremely poor infrastructural and technical circumstances. When in 1957 György Ma-
tolcsy was appointed director, the animation film production was given over to a cultured and internationally
informed leader, who managed the Pannonia Film Studio for four decades, winning international acclaim.

In fact, the expansion of animation film production only began in 1961 when – compared to earlier years
– more short films, as well as the first movie sequel, were made. At this time, almost accidentally, Kovásznai
received an invitation from his friend, József Nepp, who thought, if Kovásznai decided to become a writer, he
was to try dramaturgy as well. This is how he wrote his first screenplay for the film called Whatever You Wish
(with the original title of Buddy and the Wizard)38 in 1961, and shortly after Kovásznai also wrote the screenplay
for the cartoon, The Joy of Song.39

Kovásznai soon discovered the unleashed potentials of the genre in question, most of all the fact that this
genre allowed him to exercise his talent at once in painting, graphic art, and writing. He was soon to gain recog-
nition from his colleagues and director, Dr. György Matolcsy, so that already in 1963, he was given the oppor-
tunity to direct a short film for adults. The film was called Monologue, and here it should be noted that actually
it was thanks to his colleagues’ unconditional trust in his talent that he was given permission to continue with
his work, since this film caused a serious conflict between the leaders of the Pannonia Studio and the Film In-
spectorate. “I started there at the beginning of the sixties. My first, most memorable experience is connected to
Kovásznai’s film, Monologue. The director was an autonomous and idiosyncratic character. Somebody either
worked humbly under him or was discontented beside him. I was the latter one. I ended up in a quite intense
conflict due to my critique of Kovásznai’s film with one of the representatives from the Film Inspectorate. His
subject matter was in many ways problematic in those days. Kovásznai expressed himself in a straightforward
manner and György Budai strongly opposed him. In those days, every film project was first presented to the
Art Committee, and only hardly did this film slip through the cracks.”40

Even though his second film was finally banned, it did not result in Kovásznai’s expulsion; he was able
to continue his experimentation. By that time, in 1964, he was more readily supported and understood at the
Pannonia Studio.

“The hardest battle had to be waged for the film projects of a lanky, awkward young man. His name
was György Kovásznai. He did not belong to the studio’s staff, who would arduously bend over the work of

3.6. 
KOVÁSZNAI’S 

LATER 
EXPERIMENTAL

ANIMATION FILMS
FROM THE SIXTIES

38 Kívánj akármit! The film was directed
by József Nepp. Premiered in 1962,
35mm, 11 minutes, colour. 
39 A Dal öröme. The film was directed by
Tibor Csermák. Premiered in 1963,
35mm, 11 minutes, colour. 
40 Klári Komlós’ reminiscing about
Kovásznai, in: Dizseri, ibid. p.36.
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in-betweens and know the ins and outs of the trade
from practice. He was an outsider with all of its ad-
vantages and disadvantages. The disadvantages
were due to the fact that his ideas were baffling even
to the professionals. Anybody who has ever experi-
enced the maddening Sisyphean toil of drawing in-
betweens – a millimetre by millimetre development
of a movement sequence – he would surely take
Kovásznai for a dreamer. However, he paid no heed
to the professional/technical impossibilities, and
this was the utmost advantage of his outsiderness.
And this should not be mistaken for a type of dilet-
tantism or amateurism. This was the freedom of an
outsider, a spontaneous poetic overcoming of the
profession and the technical tyranny of the work-
shop. [...] He always, tenaciously, did the impossi-
ble. But by then, he was not an outsider. He was
already well into the profession.”41

According to many, György Kovásznai is con-
sidered to be the “neologist” of Hungarian anima-
tion. In fact, starting from his first film in 1963, he
constantly experimented and invented an array of
new formal and contextual constructions that were conceptually unprecedented in Hungary. Up until 1963, in
terms of content, Hungarian animation was mainly catered to young audiences, focussing mostly on elements
of folk tale, making them into simple, linear narratives. The first exception was József Nepp’s short animation,
Passion from 1961, which deals with an adult problem (addiction to smoking) with irony and humour. Up until
then, the historical, social, and political problematisation in the Monologue was inconceivable for a director.
Kovásznai started all this, who was known for his persistent and passionate argumentations. 

In terms of form, before Monologue they only made classical cartoons, characterised by a figurative-realis-
tic mode of execution, faithfully mirroring the narrative. Before Monologue, there was no collage film in Hungary
or complementary solutions coupled with animation, such as still photographs or live-action film. In the same
vein, there were no home-made precedents of stop-motion painting animation. Furthermore, Kovásznai had a
completely different attitude to music from the directors of earlier films. For him, music or rhythm had a definite
influence on the movement of the visual filmic elements, which could be due to the fact that as a teenager he was
a drummer and he was well educated in music. In Monologue, or even more powerfully in the film entitled Young
Man Playing the Guitar at the Old Masters’ Gallery, the characters are made to move to the rhythm of the music; music
in this case is not meant to serve as an ambient background. Kovásznai was the first to use contemporary Hun-
garian pop music in his films: Zorán Sztevanovity and his band played the music for the short film, Young Man
Playing the Guitar at the Old Masters’ Gallery. Throughout his life, Kovásznai was always attracted to contemporary
pop music, he was attentive to new talents and he would often ask them to collaborate with him. In the sixties,
he made a short film entitled Waiting is Cool, for a song by the Hungarian rock music band Omega, which – ac-
cording to our contemporary standards – could be termed as a video clip. What was Kovásznai’s reaction to the
era’s painstakingly guarded genre constrictions? According to the aesthetic expectations of the sixties’ Hungary,
the borders delimiting the different media were to be taken seriously – by the end of the decade, though, this pre-
rogative was losing its eminence in film – and even if they were not considered insurmountable, they were
nonetheless used as a point of reference. Kovásznai was most of all interested in dismissing the stylistic norms of
modernism; he did not comply with their compulsory agency. Kovásznai paid scrupulous attention so that the
given form would never become an end in itself but only a means. “Perception in terms of movement, in terms of a
series of non-isolated phenomena, is a life philosophy”, he wrote in one of his manuscripts.42 It should not be forgotten
that throughout his entire career, Kovásznai preserved his initial standpoint as a painter, constantly pondering his
painterly vision and art history as two dialectical points of reference. For him the closest genre to fine arts is ani-
mation. “A complex Self should be approached by a complex genre, which is animation. But we don’t consider it as an au-
tonomous genre; instead, we take it for a technique that leads us back to the lost, classical, true genre.”43

41 Writer, poet, director Gábor Görgey’s
reminiscing about the sixties, about his
encounter with Kovásznai at the Pan-
nonia Film Studio, in the journal named
Színház [Theatre], from April, 1992, in
his article, “Kovásznai György
tündökése” [The Splendour of Gy. K.].
42 György Kovásznai, On the Tasks of the
Future Generation of Painters, Manu-
script (n.d.).
43 György Kovásznai, Homeland Anima-
tion. Adventures with Takamura in the
Hungarian Disneyland. (Budapest: Pan-
nonia Film Company, 1988), 25.

Fugitives – sci-fi scene, ca. 1961, 
watercolour, oil, and pencil on paper, 
24 × 33 cm, unsigned
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44 Géza Perneczky, “Kovásznai György
rajzfilmjeirôl” [On György Kovásznay’s
Cartoons], Filmkultúra [Film Culture],
2/1966.

Animation means breathing life into something, or filling it up with spirit (animare), in so far as within
the dimension of movement, individual pictures come to life, demanding a more active presence from their
maker and receiver alike. In the case of Kovásznai’s films from the sixties, we cannot disregard the genre of clas-
sical painting, the still image, which usually appears in clearly isolated sequences. What is most true of his
films from the sixties is that he does not apply at all the already traditional animation technique of the time, cell
animation and animation cameras; in fact, he does not intend to imperceptibly introduce the characteristics of
live-action films into the structure of animation. By contrast, he aims to discover the true nature of film ani-
mation, which is a film that is comprised of different pictures created by the artist, while these pictures can
exist separately from each other, even autonomously. Furthermore, he makes sure that a few pictures, techni-
cally functioning as a picture sequence, would seem as an autonomous painting which goes through a meta-
morphosis within its own limits. In other words, Kovásznai is keen to apply the different possibilities that are
made viable through animation techniques; these comprise the basic circumstances for his experimentation. 

His experiments within the genre of animation are to such extent disparate – from collage film to stop-mo-
tion painting animation all the way to the amalgamation of elements of live-action films – that with the constantly
changing image and film construction he manages to authentically frame the building blocks of artistic creation,
namely, his thoughts and experiences that are cast into the mould of the genre along with the technical solutions.
Thanks to this, his films are lively, and still have a novel effect on audiences who were raised in the digital era. 

METAMORPHOSES (1964)

“This film is but a painting brought into a single movement. The colours are restlessly and incessantly searching
for a kind of harmony that would most truthfully convey the painterly imagination. We intend to depict the char-
acteristic movements of a male and a female portrait while searching for a relationship between them and the sur-
rounding world”, this is to be read at the opening sequence of Kovásznai’s first metamorphic film painting. The
method itself also determines the nature of the content as long as it is able to capture a relational system or a phe-
nomenon in constant flux. The different techniques of classical painting are his point of departure: the subject of
the film or the camera is the constant movement of colour and brush; that is, the process of painting itself. Judg-
ing from the technique, we could easily assume that in essence Kovásznai strives to capture the creational process
of his painting, or more likely, the way that leads to the last picture; the last picture, which is in fact a faceless sign
of a human figure. In terms of its dramaturgy or style, however, this film is not meant to show the making process
of this last picture, even if we can obviously consider this last picture as the conclusion of the film. Géza Perneczky
aptly stated that it is in relation to the movement of an imagined film sujet that he constantly transforms the
“painting”.44 The interpretation seems viable according to which the film does not only accidentally cumulate
into this final image of a human figure, as from the beginning it is meant to examine the different phases of a
male–female relationship, so that the final image is a derivative of these previous processes. 

It can be contended that the film interprets the painting as a performative act, or a process. His approach
to the work process is that of an action painter; his attitude is undeniably kin to the abstract expressionists. The
dimension of time is turned into an organic part of the painting, which dissolves and relativises the generic pre-
conceptions that determine the medium of painting. 

Beyond this conceptually polished method, Metamorphoses is also vivid, lively, and dynamic. According
to the legend, one day, Kovásznai asked the director to be permitted to use the studio during a weekend, ac-
companied by a cinematographer. He did not ask for anything else. He painted the entire film in the course of
one day, while the camera recorded every single change on the animation table that has been made on the
painting. It is a probable story, since on the one hand, Kovásznai was only able to work when he had the right
inspiration, but then he was advancing at a rapid pace; on the other hand, improvisation was essential for him,
just as an openness to embrace the accidental and the enthusiasm for the discoveries attained during the work
process. In this period, he spent a lot of time listening to his friend, Dr. László Végh’s organ improvisations. “I
often went to my favourite instrument, the organ, and improvised. At these times, Kovásznai disappeared be-
hind some vault and only re-appeared at the end. What was he doing in the meantime? As he said, he was ob-
serving the creation and structure of the piece; then, he became revived, talkative, he revealed his kind self,
coining jokes at his own expense”, reminisces Dr. László Végh about Kovásznai’s inspiration to utilise differ-
ent musical sources. Improvisation is thus an essential component of Kovásznai’s painting films. It should be
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Film stills from Metamorphoses , 1964
noted that this procedure is quite rare in animation filmmaking. As the artist needs to compose every single
frame, the work is conducted with precise screenplays – usually in pictures. 

The sequence, nearly at the end of the film, is especially interesting where even the musical theme dis-
appears, and dissolves into a cosmic, relaxed noise or storm, while the figures seem small and relative amidst
the sounds of the universe. Here it becomes apparent that improvisation is developed into a comprehensive
technique in terms of both the music and the picture: it is according to free associations that the relationship
among the sounds as well as the formation of the spectacle is determined. Why is this important? In the words
of Polanski: the last refuge of surrealism is animation. Along these lines, we are introduced to a kind of repre-
sentation of reality, based on a system of associations, which basically negates the socialist regime’s reinforce-
ment of realism, or rather, naturalism. Instead of aiming to demonstrate the many-faceted, problem-laden
dynamics of male-female relationships in a concrete manner – let’s say through the instantiation of an every-
day story of a couple living in a socialist mining town – Kovásznai suggests it in a more general or abstract form,
without a narrative, so that it is the film’s contingent and unpredictable course that insinuates the theme’s kin-
dred nature. The strength of this surrealist tendency is implied by the closing sequence where the male and fe-
male profile portraits gradually metamorphose into one another and a kiss results in an amalgamation, in a
complete merging of the two human forms into one, reminiscent in many ways of Dimensions of the Dialogue, a
film by the famous Czech experimental-surrealist animation artist, Jan Švankmajer.
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The film, Metamorphoses, was awarded
the Grand Prize of the Mannheim 
International Film Festival in the 
animation category in 1965.

Not to mention that at that time it seemed impossible to complete a film alone in such a short time, with-
out a large crew. Kovásznai was the first who succeeded to complete such a task at the Pannonia Studio. By the
way, the film was an instant success and its distribution was not banned. This work was also highly deemed by
the press, with reviews by Géza Perneczky (Magyar Nemzet / Hungarian Nation, 7 Oct. 1965, 4.1.), Tamás Ungvári
(Filmvilág / Film World, 1 Nov. 1965) and István Gáll (Élet és Irodalom / Life and Literature, 6 Nov. 1965. 8.1.).

Here are some reflections from the contemporary art critics:
“In terms of genre, Metamorphoses is a special case. It is a transition between a cartoon and an art film; actu-

ally, in many ways it also resembles those short feature films which, through their casting of different symbolic ob-
jects or figures, present us with the vital questions of our era. The director, György Kovásznai, also proved himself
as a painter. Two figures appear on the canvas, the silhouettes of a man and a woman, with colourful brush strokes
filling the canvas in front of our eyes, while due to the application of different layers of paint, they almost seem to
come to life. They start living and moving. It would be hard to recount the ̀ story´ of the film as it is conjured in the
wake of the twirling brush strokes. [...] The two figures’ personalities, behaviours and emotional states, expressed
through colours and lines, are constantly changing in front of our eyes like those flowers whose growth is captured
by a fast motion picture. [...] In the middle of the film, there is a storm scene, when the man and the woman are al-
most swept off the canvas, but then again, as a symbol of all-encompassing triumphant life, they conquer this storm
as well. This story could easily have been made into a truly banal film. Kovásznai, however, was brave to utilise
the potentials of the cartoon technique. [...] But the most important aspect of this animation painting is its direct
freshness and its convincing energy. The effect of spontaneous directness – which is surely the outcome of a fairly
long and meticulous artistic endeavour – is what makes the film successful. Metamorphoses is exactly the type of film
we have been expecting for a long time; not only due to its humanistic content but because of its daring use of
techniques, and because the making of such films is surely going to influence the further development of visual cul-
ture and a professional approach to painting. The viewer is able to witness the creational process, the changes ad-
ministered on the painting in accordance with the creator’s streaming thoughts. We could not wish for more than
to expect this short film to be the catalyst of a series of similar future creations,”45 Géza Perneczky writes without
acknowledging or explicating the film’s aesthetic incentive as a moral or political standpoint – as much as it was
at all possible to do in that era in the columns of the daily newspaper, Hungarian Nation (Magyar Nemzet).

In his study, László Beke considers this film as a basis for the acceptance of tachisme in Hungary: 
“During this period, in the mid-1960s, Metamorphoses was Kovásznai’s most remarkable film. Moreover,

this film is also important from the critical standpoint of modern art, because it greatly exemplifies how prolific
an abstract trend as tachisme can be when it serves as a vehicle for the expression of an appropriate thought.”46

After the prize from the Miskolc Short Film Festival, Metamorphoses won the Gold Ducat Award at the
Mannheim Film Festival, which resulted in Kovásznai’s invitation by the Volkwang Museum in Essen to go to
West Germany on a Fellowship; he refused it, though, because of his world view (this is going to be discussed
later in chapter 4). He remained in Hungary. Besides him, two other Hungarian artists were awarded the same
Fellowship: János Major and László Lakner.

This is how Kovásznai summarised his impressions on the screening of his film in Annecy and
Mannheim in 1965 in his Self-Interview written in 1976:

“Well, we missed a chance, a big, splendid chance that is worthy of man…, and what is more, we missed an art his-
torical chance that would exquisitely verify our socialist ideology…” 

“What do you mean?”
“…In fact I only realised this at the Annecy Festival where they screened one of my painting films, which later won

prizes in Hungary and in the FRG.47 My `colleagues´ from the West inquired with distorted faces: how did they allow you
this in the East, to make such a film?...The fact that a modern, liberated, and talented work had been born in the East
seemed as a tragic fault to them, first of all because they were already inside a spiritual grave and their only solace was
their realisation that we had also arrived there…To avoid any misunderstanding: I speak in grand generalisations. I be-
lieve that in fact, there is no talk about any kind of grave, and it is Spengler who exaggerates the Decline of the West. I
also believe, though, that just as much as Antiquity belonged to the Greeks, the Renaissance to the Italians, the Enlight-
enment to the French, etc., something is about to come now that, in turn, is going to belong to us… That is, it could hap-
pen, unless it passes us by unnoticed if we keep wallowing in our abysmal inferiority complex. …”48

This is how Sándor Reisenbüchler subsequently reflected on the film:
“[...] this restless spirit worked really fast and quite impatiently. He often created his films in the course

of a few days with the temper of the gesture painters and – this is also considered a typical painterly attitude!

45 Géza Perneczky, “Átváltozások”
[Metamorphoses], Magyar Nemzet, 7 Oc-
tober 1965.
46 László Beke–János Tölgyesi, “A ma-
gyar animációs film és a képzômû vé -
szet” [Hungarian Animation Film and
Fine Art], Tanulmányok a magyar animá-
ciós filmrôl. Filmmûvészeti Kiskönyvtár 49.
[Studies on Hungarian Animation Film.
Film Library 49]. (Budapest: Hungarian
Film Institute and Archives, 1975), 58.
47 The Federal Republic of Germany, or
as it was called at that time, “West Ger-
many.”
48 Kovásznai around 1976.
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– he would usually stubbornly cling to every single drawn or painted film frame. Oftentimes, he would be in
war with the editors who intended to reinforce the strictness of dramaturgic compositions and the regulations
of film distribution onto his creations. Sometimes Kovásznai had no regard for the audience’s capacity of en-
joyment and reception of length; he let his films `run free´ (Light and Shadow, Wavelengths, and Ballad) just like
the underground creations by American artists.”49

EXPERIMENTS WITH PAINTINGS AND STILL PHOTOGRAPHS: 
THE FILMS, THE JOY OF LIGHT (1965) AND DIARY (1966)

Kovásznai made The Joy of Light in 1965, as he also wrote the screenplay, directed, and painted it. The film was
inspired by Kovásznai’s personal experiences acquired a decade earlier while he was working at the Hungar-
ian nationalised mines and observed, wrote about, and made drawings of the life at the socialist mining works
(as has been described earlier, in chapter 2). The vivid presence of his personal memories and their true soli-
darity can most of all be sensed in his drawings and paintings. The film, on the other hand, does not contain
any preconceived dialogues; only the authentic sound recordings from the mines contain the words that had
been uttered during work. The screenplay is a symbolic story, there is no role in it for individualised charac-
ters; it constructs a generalised picture about the miners’ work conditions. As opposed to his writings from
1955, the film does not talk about their private lives. The work may be considered as an anthropological inquiry
– being of special interest for the future generations – in that it starts with recording the gigantic socialist-real-
ist miner statue standing beside the socialist factory, followed by the surface area of the factory, along with the
visual presentation of the 1950s’ work-safety posters, and only after all this does he start introducing the work
at the mines, from the descent to the tunnels, through the coal-cutting all the way to the return to the surface
at the end of the workday. For all this, he uses authentic sound recordings from the mines, having a docu-
mentary value. 

The factory itself and the way people enter the mine is presented through formal solutions resembling
live-action film (mimicking various camera movements), but only using still photos. These are being recorded
by the camera as if one was watching a live-action film.  

It was a conscious decision on Kovásznai’s part to endow the still picture with a primary impetus, thus
allowing the painterly vision to dominate, which emphasises the uniqueness, the salient and static nature of ei-
ther a painting or a drawing or a photo visible in individual frames. The sequence of still photographs is im-
bued with a completely different meaning from the live recording of the same theme or object. With this method,
Kovásznai is able to accomplish that the factory and the people in the film would be viewed as concrete places
and individuals as well as symbols, turning into living monuments of themselves. 

The routine recording of a mundane situation that would pass as normal, as of no special interest in the
present time, is an utmost political act as long as the theme, its mode of execution and tone alike are set out to

»
Pictures in the film, The Joy of Light. 

The drawings were made around 1955, with
certain re-workings made around 1965.

Mixed technique on paper, approx.
22 × 31 cm (pp.109-111)

49 Sándor Reisenbüchler, “Tükörképek
és átváltozások” [Mirror Images and
Metamorphoses]. Filmvilág [Film World],
08/1984, 14–18.
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Pictures in the film, The Joy of Light. The
drawings were made around 1955, with cer-
tain re-workings made around 1965. Mixed
technique on paper, approx. 22 × 31 cm
(pp.112-113)
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50 György Matolcsy, Átváltozások, a ma-
gyar rövidfilm-mûvészet [Metamorphoses,
the Art of Hungarian Short Film]. Pannó-
nia Film Company, 1969, p. 36.
51 Attila József, On the City’s Edge
[Trans. by Peter Hargitai. In: Attila József
Selected Poems (Lincoln, NE: iUniverse,
2005), p. 24.]
52 Kovásznai, ca.1976.

reveal the contradictory situation of a social group (a certain part of the work-
ing class): their job is life-threatening and nerve-racking, with all their energy
being consumed by physical work, while they are considered to be the
paragons of the socialist society, of the socialist human type. Actually, how-
ever, they get far less joy out of this title than from the fact that they have lived
through yet another day and are able to see the daylight on the surface again. 

Therefore, the film is set out to solve one of the most prominent artistic
problems of the 1960s in the West and East alike: it is meant to target the amal-
gamation and tight union of art and life. While photos and voice recordings of
documentary value comprise the backbone of the film, abstract paintings as
symbols (descent to and ascension from the mine) as well as dynamic red-and-
black compositions are wedged in between the photographs of miners in order
to accentuate their work process. The depiction of a Gothic cathedral, by way
of summoning the symbolic space of light and art into the film, may have a
somewhat artificial effect; namely, the painting depicting a church’s apse win-
dow with a buzzing mining machine in it as a symbolic junction of art and the
workers’ life as well as of light and the subterranean darkness. In fact, this seg-
ment is very different from the rest of the film; it is most reminiscent of the montages in his 1963 film, Monologue. 

Through this film, the director set out to depict the apotheosis of work at the mines, and “animation is
the most appropriate medium for this task,” contended Kovásznai, “since it is able to comprise everything
from technical drawings to paintings of fine art value, even live action, thus being able to awaken the entire
complexity of sensations.”50

With this film, Kovásznai truly paid an honest respect to the miners and to the work in the mines, while
making the viewer responsible, among others, for the societal injustices. This stance has already been made ap-
parent at the beginning of the film through the Attila József quotation: the harsh but vulnerable, dramatic in-
quisitive voice of the poem, On the City’s Edge, is in many ways akin to the tone of the film. 

“Up with one heart!
Let it beat over tall chimneys,
this great smoky heart of ours.
Let it bellow in the deepest hollows
Of the earth.”51

Kovásznai concerned himself with this question a great deal throughout his life. This is how he writes
in his essay from 1976: 

All those who partake in productive labour stand in the frontline of a civilisational–human fight with Mother Na-
ture, as it were, being in direct contact with dead matter through bodily and nervous surfaces, which means an acutely
coarse contact with the world. Their act of organising this dead matter is the very first gesture of exploration and organ-
isation: they represent the triggering impetus in establishing contact with the material world, and it is through this very
act, that is, through these primary operations, that they get to know something; more precisely, they can simply sense
something that those who only represent the secondary phase of such a civilisational construction – whose work does not
concern nature itself but the human world – cannot know and cannot sense… Well then, those who work and sweat in the
first lines partake in such pleasures and experience such calamities due to sensual immediacy that it leaves every other life
experience for me as pathetically defective, speculative, miserable, and evil.52

To what extent is the film an homage to the miners becomes most apparent at the end of the film, when
the coal-dusted, fatigued male faces ascend and start flying above the landscape, while Bach’s Suite is heard in
the background. Every day is a survival, a sigh of relief, an alleviation to encounter the light on the surface
once more; this ascension is equated to a form of apotheosis at the end of the film. 

Beyond Bach’s music, the entire film is determined by a rhythm that is comprised of the beating sounds
of coal-cutting and hacking, clock ticking, dripping water from the mines, brief male voices, and inhalations.
This is the same rhythm that determines the succession of the images, namely, the movement of the photo mon-
tages. One of the most dynamic parts occurs when we see Kovásznai’s not in the least naturalistic–realistic but
rather expressive watercolour drawings of miners alternating in a fast rhythm to a strong, cadenced drumbeat
clearly reminding one of ritualistic tribal male faces. Dr. László Végh composed and compiled this piece of
concrete music specifically for this film. 



1 1 4

A year later, in 1966, a film named Diary was made in the same vein as The Joy of Light, resembling its tech-
nique, anthropological curiosity, and its “memorial creating” practice. At the same time, this film is geared to-
wards a more powerful accentuation of subjective emotions, based on a much less generalising narrative than
the previous film. This can be instantly noticed at the main title: the Diary inscription along with the credits ap-
pear in a relaxed, knotty handwriting, imitating a personal style of diary writing. This is followed by an imag-
inative story, a fortunate conjuncture of improvisation and a set screenplay: a story that is not incomprehensibly
surreal, but still full of visual innovations and ideas. 

The subheadings generally mark the entire fixity of the screenplay (1. Our Endless Loafing; 2. I Don’t Get
this Woman; 3. Peter Annoyed Me, 4. Tenderness; 5. Our Colossal Buffooneries; 6. Rózsadomb [Rose Hill]; 7.
Szép Ilonka [Fair Ilonka]; 8. Streets, Streets, Streets; 9. The Girl was Requested to Chose; 10. She Left Us.)

In his film, Kovásznai used many characters and locations which were also integral parts of his own life.
One of the male characters and the female character of his film are in fact the twins of sculptor József Jakovits,
Iván and Vera Jakovits, whom Kovásznai made his acquaintance at the artist colony in Rottenbiller Street in
1958. One can surely state that they were the representatives of the young intellectuals from Budapest with a
subtle appreciation towards art.

The Illés band, who was one of the favourite bands of Kovásznai’s circle of friends, plays a song that sets
the tone for the theme as well (“Sometimes in a weird mood, I roam the streets alone, feeling up for nothing, oh
I know, it’s not supposed to be so, if only I knew where, but where, but where I’m going...”).  The music was se-
lected and combined by Dr. László Végh, Kovásznai’s friend; so one can assume that the making of the film was
also a big party, or rather, the improvisational encounter of a concept and experiences on the animation table. The
different locales of the film are significant or frequented places from Kovásznai’s life, evoking the narrow streets
of downtown Budapest: in the background of the painted and otherwise manipulated photographs depicting the
protagonists of the film, there appear the 1960s’ typical downtown ice-cream shop, the inn, the small pub, and the
people dressed in the sixties’ fashion. Every location is set in a public space: a street, a park, a restaurant or a bar.
The Ifjúsági [Youth] Park appears along with the Szép Ilonka [Fair Ilonka] Restaurant, the Zoo, and at the end of
the film, an average small pub. All along we see a monument dedicated to the contemporary university students
of Budapest: strictly in white shirts, dark woollen trousers and ties, or in the case of the girls, strolling along in
tight-tailored, knee-high dresses, disciplined and curiously looking around, discretely flirting and teasing, avoid-
ing the limelight, steadily smoking, kind-faced youth. The refurbished quality and the changing density of the
photos imbue them with a subjective anthropological overtone. At the beginning we only see a few re-paintings
on the photo sequences and then gradually more of them, until the entire background is almost fully covered by
colour paint encircling the characters’ silhouettes. Thus, the photos gradually lose their documentary nature, be-
coming reminiscent of a live-action film with a faded background, viewed through a filter. The emotional over-
tone and the accentuation of the overall atmosphere are gradually heightened in the film. The re-painted photos
alternate with abstract and “overall” graphic or painterly compositions; at one point, the camera even pans
through an abstracted veduta (cityscape painting) by Kovásznai. This experiment is also characterised by the same
improvisational strategy as Metamorphoses. From the second subheading on, the cut-out, photographed silhouettes
of the characters are typically placed within a pictorial field of drawings depicting landmarks of the Budapest
panorama in a virtuosic, dynamic and far-from-naturalistic manner. The drawn landscape takes on the role of
photographed locations. The documentary nature of the photographed urban space is replaced by the subjective
perception of the space. It is worth paying attention to the musical accompaniments of individual subheadings
in the film – all masterly musical montages by Dr.  László Végh – which quote older or newer musical hits either
with a sense of nostalgia or cynicism, as is suggested by the given sequence. This musical montage construction
closely resembles the film’s visual composition: it is characterised by a meticulous selection and placement of
spontaneous, improvisational elements. (Classical music elements: a fragment from Beethoven’s Pastoral Sym-
phony, a fragment from one of Ravel’s orchestra pieces; pop-music elements: “On the Street” by Illés, Garay Jazz
Trio, Jimmy Smith, Budapest Harmonica Duo, and one of Szabolcs Fényes’ songs sang by Erzsi Kovács.)

The film was premiered in 1965 at the Pushkin Cinema as part of an independent animation program,
i.e., not as an accompaniment. The following is an excerpt from a contemporaneous newspaper review: “At
times cheerful, at others serious, but nonetheless a program that incites reflection. It is multi-layered in terms
of its content and artistic instrumentation. We are introduced to an interesting new trend in the world of car-
toons, a style that is removed from the traditional, in the film Diary by György Kovásznai and cinematographer
Mária Neményi [...].”53

The film was also shown at the Cannes Film Festival. 

53 D.M., “Tíz új magyar rövidfilm egy
mûsorban” [Ten New Hungarian Short
Films in one Program] 1965.
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Film still from Diary, 1966 
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Film still from Diary, 1966 (pp.116-118)
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GLORIA MUNDI: 
PHOTOMONTAGE IN THE MEMORY OF THE COLD WAR

Gloria Mundi, a two-minute long short film based on a montage of live-action film and still photographs, suc-
cinctly expresses the haunting contradictions of the Cold War. It exposes the mutual presence of humanism
and the constant threat of decay. The film features the well known putti and cherubim of Baroque church fres-
coes with the accompaniment of classical church music, until the music and the image both come to a freeze as
two cherubim are seen to be leaning on a cloud. The original of this picture has almost become an ironic kitsch,
but as the camera moves further away, we gradually notice that the cloud that the angels are leaning on is noth-
ing but the top of a typical mushroom cloud of an atomic bomb explosion. 

Here we are faced with a piling-up of provocative images on top of each other, while it was expected from
the film industry of an officially atheist socialist country to endow the church with a negative connotation. The
situation in this case is, however, clearly ambiguous, since in retrospect, the closing image imbues the world
represented by the Baroque frescoes with a positive signification: they are the symbols of the piping days of
peace, or an ideal state prior to the explosion. At the same time however, the dainty cherubim of the Counter-
Reformation could simply be seen as symbols of religious hypocrisy. The evocation of the atomic explosion –
looking at it either from the East or the West – is clearly a protest against the constant threat of the Cold War. 

In 1970, the film won the prestigious prize for films of religious content at the Oberhausen Festival of
Short Films.

Film still from Gloria Mundi, 1969
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At the beginning of his career, Kovásznai made two films employing classical cartoon techniques, which were
concerned with the 1960s’ state and appraisal of the arts. The films employed plain, entertaining musical and
visual techniques, while in respect to their content they expounded a thorough critique regarding the state of
the era’s fine arts, classical music and its performance, film as well as theatre. 

MIRROR IMAGES (1964)

Mirror Images, made in 1964, problematises, in six minutes, the relations between the viewer, the museum, and
modern art. In a multifariously drawn, enormous and authoritative building, the viewers are personified by a
dog and a cat, either for the sake of the cartoon gag, or to further complicate the viewer’s identification process.
Irony and self-irony are actively present as well. While the museum’s lofty spaces are being neutrally pre-
sented, visitors are entering the gallery accompanied by classical music; they slow down as they reach the
paintings, they stand there startled, in the meantime the music stops, and through several quiet moments of ten-
sion, a dog and a cat are observing paintings of dogs and cats. The paintings are citations of all the modernist
`isms’, thus, we are reminded of the basic goal of the present tendencies: the viewer’s sudden realisation of
his/her higher purpose, a self-confrontation, or the Rilkean imperative, “You must change your life”, is being
suggested or implied by the paintings. While the film is meant to expose the haughty arrogance of a museum
space inhabited by modernist art, with the paintings confronting the viewer, offending or disdaining them
from above, up on the wall, the viewers are being handled with the same irony, as they are looking at all those
paintings that mock them, in a state of rapture, in devout silence. Along these lines, a parallel could be drawn
with Ottó Mezei’s contemporaneous interpretation of the art philosophical question that was kept topical in
Hungary in those years, the rather one-sidedly regarded problem of “artistic mimesis”.54

In order to establish the viewers’ easier identification with the characters, the animals occasionally acquire
human heads and body parts, lest the one-time viewer should accidentally miss the overall intention of the film.
For that matter, the images are changing according to the musical composition, which is a familiar strategy in
Kovásznai’s other films as well. Kovásznai’s dog and cat paintings dynamically and entertainingly follow one an-
other to Géza Berki’s musical compilation. Thus, the film’s ending illustrates the effect of art: the viewer is being
confronted with him/herself outside the reality of the museum, in the so-called outside world. Paris is conjured
up as this outside locality, while crossing a bridge, let’s say, over the river Seine, to reach the shore, the two exhi-
bition visitors realise that they indeed look exactly the way the paintings portray them: as a dog and a cat. 

Géza Perneczky considered this film as Kovásznai’s most successful work from the 1960s. “It seems that
Kovásznai, who started off as a painter, is most deeply familiar with the material and psychology of painting.
The playful method he chooses in this film is to imperceptibly lead us away from the vicinity of clichés and ba-

54 Ottó Mezei, “Történelmi Határeset“
[Historical Borderline Case], Kortárs
[Our Contemporary], 09/1999, p.10. 

Pictures for the film, Mirror Images, 1964,
mixed technique on paper, 21 x 31 cm,
signed at lower middle, “K” (pp.120-121)
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Picture made for the film, Tales from the
World of Art (First Tale), 1965, pencil on
paper, newspaper cut-out, 27 × 33 cm

Picture made for the film, Tales from the
World of Art (Second Tale), 1965, collage,
paper, ballpoint pen, newspaper cut-out,
tempera, 24 × 31 cm
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nalities somewhere further away, to the more spontaneous and lively encounter
of reality and fiction.”55

In 1965, the film won Second Prize at the Miskolc Short Film Festival –
while Metamorphoses was awarded the First Prize – and it was also presented the
University of Miskolc Honorary Award.

“In October 1965, an interesting exhibition opened at the Híradó [News
Reel] Cinema on the occasion of György Kovásznai’s film screening of Mirror Im-
ages. In the cinema show cases, the pictures (drawings and paintings) made for the
film where exhibited, intending to accentuate the close relationship between car-
toons and fine art.”56

TALES FROM THE WORLD OF ART (1965)

The humour and irony-laden art criticism of Mirror Images has further been developed in 1965 in Tales from the
World of Art, a film in three parts. According to György Matolcsy, the film is “most of all a reaction to all that
indifference that his earlier films were battling with”.57

Each of the three episodes acquired a different visual presentation. In the first episode named Tale I: Ex-
citing Film, in the vein of Diary, we encounter the similarly revised drawings and paintings of downtown Bu-
dapest with photograph cut-outs of silhouettes and shapes, within which the characters are made to move.
The evocation of the contemporaneous slang through the dialogues (“Wassup Buddy”) and – for example – the
characteristic logotype of the “Röltex” haberdashery shops58 in the background till this day help the Hungar-
ian viewer in sensing the atmosphere of the 1960s. The episode is about the degeneration of the cinematic ef-
fect mechanisms and the grotesque increase of the audience’s stimulus threshold. He makes fun of both: the
cinema, with its promise of excitement and adventure, and the audiences, with their insensitive reaction in the
face of physical involvement.

The episode entitled Tale II: The Old Trumpet Player Took the Cyanide / The Modern Play from Abroad, takes place
within a painted theatrical setting; with paper cut-out figures, their movement is coarse and dragging, just like
their story. We hear the announcement in the theatre: “We continue our transmission from the Modern Theatre...
The Old Trumpet Player Took the Cyanide...the last act is about to start.” The `modern piece´ is but a simplified, paro-
distic reconstruction of Eugene O’Neill’s drama, Long Day’s Journey into Night. O’Neill’s drama as a modern piece
represents the portrayal of a family model according to modern Western decadent art through a decadent drama-
turgy. And at the end, the intermediary announces the following: “My dear listeners, a roaring success, what depth,
what modernness, an unforgettable theatrical experience!” In this regard, the film renders everyone concerned a
hypocrite: the playwright, the actors, the whole theatre and the audience as well as the intermediary.

Third episode entitled Tale III: The World Famous Pianist, chooses the state of snobism for its object of
scrutiny on the stage of classical music performance, or the music hall. Within a drawn city space, devoid of
photographic elements, appears a middle-aged, fashionable couple who, in the course of their dialogue, do
not intend to hide the fact that the attendance of this performance is a social requirement. The episode’s cen-
tral focus is the introduction of the pianist, the depiction of the repetitive, abstract, fragmented character and
atmosphere through virtuosic drawings that succeeded in convincing the present and past audiences of the
film’s strengths. 

In 1966, the Tales from the World of Art won the first prize in the category of Drawing and Puppet Film at
the Miskolc Short Film Festival. The following are excerpts from the reviews of the time: 

“Out of the three etudes, the pianist is exceptional; in the other two, the story is at times in discord with
its aesthetic realisation. From a graphic art point of view, Kovásznai’s films are of the highest standard.”59

“It is peculiar that out of all the contestants, the judges awarded Kovásznai’s anti-snob parody-experi-
ment, which seemed the least developed and somewhat unimaginative in terms of drawing. After the promi-
nent success acquired this spring, Kovásznai is obviously experiencing a `Sturm und Drang´, he searches for his
tools, vacillates between trends of style – all the way to the middle of Secession.”60

“In the Category of Drawing and Puppet Films, Kovásznai’s piece, Tales from the World of Art won the first
prize. He justly deserved the honour for his courageous and witty critical overtone, his intricate humour ex-

55 Géza Perneczky, “Kovásznay György
rajzfilmjeirôl” [On György Kovásznai’s
Cartoons], Filmkultúra [Film Culture],
2/1966. 
56 Beke–Tölgyesi 1975. p. 79.
57 Interview with György Matolcsy by
the author of the book. 2007 July.
58 Röltex was the only company in
Hungary to sell haberdashery and
household textile at the time, having a
characteristic logotype. Since it was the
only chain of shops in its kind, its ad-
vertisements, in the lack of competitive
firms, sounded rather silly, reminiscent
of the famous advertisement of the
time: “Buy shoes at the Shoe Shop.”
59 István Zsugai, “A harmadik miskolci
filmfesztivál” [The Third Miskolc Film
Festival], Filmvilág [FilmWorld], 1 June
1966.
60 László B. Nagy, “Miskolci metamor-
fózisok” [The Metamorphoses of
Miskolc] Élet és Irodalom [Life and Litera-
ture], 21 May 1966.
61 László B. Nagy, “Az év rövidfilm-ter-
mésének szemléje” [This Year’s Review
of Short-Films] Film, Színház, Muzsika
[Film, Theatre, Music] 20 May 1966.

Film still for Tales from the World of Art
(Third Tale), 1965
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posing the absurdities of human conduct, as well as for his original mode of expression and formal execution.”61

KOVÁSZNAI’S HAMLET ADAPTATION (1967)

In 1967, Kovásznai made his ten minutes’ animation adaptation of Hamlet. The music was composed by Lev-
ente Szörényi and the Illés pop band, which is in many ways telling of the fact that Kovásznai, as the screen-
play writer, director and animator, chose one of the most prominent tragedies of world literature in order to treat
it as an adaptation applied to the contemporaneous situation. 

The fragments extrapolated from the play to be condensed in the ten-minute film can be seen, on the one
hand, as elements that the director considered topical; and on the other, one can detect a kind of populist-ed-
ucational intention behind the sometimes overly didactic text of the narrator. “I intended to accentuate the
play’s overstrung emotional quality, based on the madness-feigning Hamlet’s ironic character. This is a mod-
ern homage that taps into the grotesque and the caricature. It is an obeisance to the ever timely possibilities of
the classical Hamletian stage”, contended Kovásznai about the film.62

The originally cited text fragments and the interpolated story parts were meant to evoke the events and
the corresponding phenomena that reflected the prevailing situation in the 1960s’ Hungary. The motives of
moral decay, inner struggle, calculating revenge, cold-blooded murder, betrayal which is not meant to spare
friendship, family ties or even love, but mostly the motives of distrust, revenge, and the decay of community
as backbones of the adaptation, are clear reflections of Kovásznai’s opinion about the era’s general conditions.

62 “Mini-Hamlet, Mini-Interview,”
Magyar Ifjúság [Hungarian Youth],
12 January 1968.
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Hamlet’s philosophical character, his scepticism embedded into Renaissance Humanism, his relativistic, exis-
tentialistic philosophical utterances, in fact, closely resemble the often philosophising Kovásznai’s spiritual–
mental temperament, who left behind him a few epistemological and natural philosophical essays.

In the creation of Hamlet, Kovásznai once again tried out a new technique. The film is built on successively
photographed, independent felt-tip pen and pen drawings as well as aquarelles, in which each and every picture
– be it a large-sized aquarelle or a ball-pen drawing on graph paper, or a smaller felt-tip pen sketch – is able to stand
on its own, having an autonomous existence independently from the film. This is why the film is instilled with a
sense of choppiness, as these are not in-between drawings; there are no coherent, fluid movement sequences
based on classical cartoon techniques. Through this technique, the film evokes a kind of state that we would ex-
perience during reading, when a situation, a location or a coherent image of an event comes to life in front of our
eyes, or witnessing the way our memories selectively choose certain pictures in order to reconstruct a past event.

The film is a hybrid of styles – as many other of Kovásznai’s films are – since there is a rapid succession
of bleak architectonic spaces composed onto a Renaissance perspective and completed with one or two patches
of colour; the vigorous, emotion-filled, painted aquarelles, the spontaneously created pen drawings on graph
paper, meticulous drawings of figures in felt-tip pen (which was considered as a grand novelty at the time!),
and the scenes shaded with felt-tip pen. With equal spontaneity, he combines traditional figurative solutions
with abstract pictures. 

It seems as if the Hamlet story was imbued with endless possibilities for adaptation – it is not surpris-

Pictures for the film, Hamlet, 1967, pencil,
felt-tip pen, ballpoint pen, and watercolour
on paper, dimensions variable (pp.124-125)
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Hamlet and Horatio, 1967, mixed technique
on paper (included in the 1967 film, Ham-
let), 30 x 40 cm, unsigned
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Hamlet and Horatio, 1967, mixed technique
on paper (included in the 1967 film, Ham-
let), 30 x 40 cm, unsigned
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Pictures for the film, Hamlet, 1967, pencil,
felt-tip pen, ballpoint pen, and watercolour on
paper, dimensions variable (pp.128-129)
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63 Miklós Erdély, “Elszabadult vonal”
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seirôl [Notes on the Stylistic Innova -
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kultúra [Film Culture], 01/1972, 47–51.
64 László Zay, “Felnôtt mûvészet na-
gyoknak és kicsinyeknek – új magyar
rajz-és bábfilmek bemutatkozása”
[Grown-up Art for the Big and Small–
The Introduction of New Hungarian
Cartoons and Puppet Films]. Magyar
Nemzet, [Hungarian Nation] 14 April
1968, 12.
65 Tamás Barabás, “Kisfilmek krónikája”
[The Cronicle of Small Films]. Népmû -
velés, April, 1968., 33.

ing that the play is one of the world’s most often adapted pieces for film and stage alike. I only mention it as a
curiosity that, although there are only a few animation adaptations of the play, nonetheless the world’s biggest
box office success from among the filmings of Hamlet is an animation, the Oscar-winner The Lion King by the
Disney Studios (which was, of course, an adaptation of a completely different nature and style, made much later
than Kovásznai’s, in 1994).

Kovásznai’s Hamlet witnessed a mixed reception in Hungary in 1967, and also in 1968. Here are a few re-
views from that time:

“The idea to make a concise Hamlet is as frivolously ambitious as its details are authentic, for example,
when a cubistic Hamlet enters his mother’s chamber”, wrote Miklós Erdély.63

“This young artist with his fervently experimental first films, the Mirror Image and the Metamorphoses,
opened up the genre of cartoons to a different dimension: instead of the usual, traditional technique, he chose
to paint his paintings in front of a camera, creating moving paintings, as it were, and the new form was imbued
with significant ideas. His new film is another new experiment: drawing up a sequence of Hamlet-illustrations
and creating a graphic art film. Only the rhythm, the order of the illustrations in sequences, the editing, and the
montage make the film into what it is, by way of inventing a new and exemplary technique. The experiment’s
efficiency of form and success, however, is in no way unambiguous, in that the sequence of mostly quite in-
teresting and unique graphics is followed by Hamlet quotations, combined with lengthy running commen-
taries. Even unintentionally, it makes affiliations between a valuable artistic intention and an inartistic comical
style, or at best, it creates a sense of parody. The graphic-art film, the illustration film is a great initiative, but a
different solution is to be still found for the accompanying commentary.”64

“Hamlet is the title of György Kovásznai’s new cartoon. An interesting idea: the most prominent creation
of world literature – as a colour cartoon with a modern musical accompaniment. And it truly speaks in the for-
mal language of cartoons; that is, it is simplified, saturated, and crammed into ten minutes. Well, it is not bad.
But why was it created? Maybe so that the director can show us that this remarkable drama is still powerful in
its `concise version´. And maybe it incites the viewer to see the real Hamlet in the theatre.”65

The film, Hamlet, won an award in Canada at a literary conference that focused on Shakespeare.
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Pictures for the film, Waiting is Cool, 1969,
pencil and watercolour on paper, dimen-
sions variable (pp.130-133)

THE FIRST HUNGARIAN ANIMATED MUSIC CLIP: IT’S COOL TO WAIT (1969)

The film is closely related to another one of his stop-motion painting films, Memory of the Summer of ‘74, which
was also based on contemporaneous pop music. 

As has been mentioned earlier in this chapter, Kovásznai was keen to use contemporaneous Hungarian
pop music in his films (e.g., Young Man Playing the Guitar at the Old Masters’ Gallery, Diary). In this case, how-
ever, the contemporaneous music in question is more than a background or accompaniment. It essentially be-
comes a song clip, and its visual material is based on a song’s rhythm and content. In this case, too, the visual
dynamic is determined by improvisation.

The poem, serving as a song lyric, was written by Kovásznai’s good friend and collaborator (in many of
his films), poet and painter Sándor Juhász. The music was written by Gábor Presser, and performed by the
Omega and the Express bands. Singer János Kóbor’s character is well discernable in the drawings as well. The
drawings improvised onto the song’s rhythm and content instill the film with a music clip-like quality. 

The story of the four-minute film is in fact a symbolic representation of the 1960s’ young generation and
their attitude towards life in Hungary: people, sitting in cars behind closed rail barriers, waiting in long lines,
who gladly form a temporary community as soon as a prospect for some large party arises. Such an opportu-
nity comes, in this case, in the form of a truck that is waiting in the line among the cars, and from where a dy-
namic beat band suddenly pops out to start singing about break-up. Thus, symbolically, the film is also about
leaving the country and about the state of being behind closed frontiers, as well as about the “happiest barrack”
in the Soviet block; but on the surface, the story of lovers parting is what incites the song lyrics. For the con-
temporaneous viewers, however, who were used to reading between the lines, it was not difficult to decode the
connection between notions such as barriers, standing in line, and emotional break-up.

The end of the film was actually drawn by József Gémes, so a stylistic change is clearly detectable there.
The cartoon gag that concludes the film was also József Gémes’s idea. 



1 3 1
1 9 5 8 – 1 9 7 0



1 3 2



1 3 3
1 9 5 8 – 1 9 7 0



1 3 4

From 1958 up until 1974, Kovásznai was the picture editor, and subsequently the editor, for the arts section of
the literary periodical, Nagyvilág. Compared to the circumstances in Hungary at the time, the periodical con-
tained a number of contemporary international literary pieces as well as regular reviews of art exhibitions. Al-
though it only featured black-and-white reproductions, the reproduced images were nonetheless significant
sources of information on contemporary Western art, in a country that was basically isolated from contempo-
rary Western culture. Examining Kovásznai’s activity as a picture editor, one can gain a quite comprehensive
insight into his personal orientation. In his essay on Kovásznai, art historian Ottó Mezei provides a detailed list
of artists whose works were reproduced in Nagyvilág between 1958 and 1974. It is most helpful in drawing at-
tention to Kovásznai’s preferences among his contemporaries. 

“The artists’ list itself is informative. It includes artists who would often become known only later to a
wider Hungarian public, through comprehensive volumes of translations, which counted themselves as pio-
neering enterprises even at the time of their actual publication.

Let us trace the artists who `left their visit cards´ at Nagyvilág – often as book illustrators –  just in a short
period of time: 1959–1960: Vlaminck, Kandinsky, Picasso, Gromaire, Miró, André Masson, George Grosz,
Amerigo Tot; 1961: Chagall, De Chirico, Klee, Calder, Henry Moore, Gonzalez, Marino Marini, Ben Shan,
Wotruba; 1962: Vasarely; 1964: Marcel Duchamp, Rauschenberg; 1965: Max Ernst, Rivera, Siqueiros, Dejneka,
Le Corbusier; 1966: Jean Dubuffet, Barbara Hepworth, Kokoschka, Pollock, Giacometti, Monory, Arman, Xe-
nakis; 1967: David Hockney, Lichtenstein, Magritte, Cocteau; 1968: Wesselman, D’Arcangelo, Dalí, Brançusi,
Yves Klein; 1969: Alois Zötl; 1970: Germaine Richier. In addition to international artists, the periodical regularly
featured the names of Hungarian artists – indicative in this respect of Kovásznai’s personal priorities. It is a thor-
oughly filtered list of artists who were his acquaintances in the early years of his career, at the Academy or
later on. The list is illuminating in regard to the subsequent years as well: Dezsô Korniss, Ákos Szabó, Sándor
Juhász, József Finta, Ilona Keserü (on several occasions), József Jakovits, Csaba Koncz, Oszkár Papp, Kálmán
Kecskeméti, Béla Kondor, László Lakner, Miklós Borsos, and Kovásznai himself.

From the above names, as well as from those not included here, one can draw a significant general con-
clusion about Kovásznai’s (picture) editing activities. In the case of a periodical devoted to (world) literature,
like Nagyvilág, it may seem natural that the reproductions were chosen largely in order to establish a relation-
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György Kovásznai: Self-Portrait, ca. 1965,
30 × 21 cm, unsigned
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Illustrations for his drama, The Conquest
of the Mars, 1959, ink on paper, 30 × 21 cm,
signed at lower right, “KGY 59”
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Illustrations in the periodical, Nagyvilág,
ink on paper, dimensions variable: 1, 2, 4:
4/1961, pp. 526–530, for a short-story by
Ludwig Bemelmans; 3: 19/1961, p. 1363, 
for a short story by John Perkins. 
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ship to literature. The selection process, however, can also be conceived as an occasion to bring different areas
of art closer to one another to see how they correlate. Actually, Kovásznai, as a filmmaker, story editor, graphic
artist and painter, was especially devoted to such a `rapprochement´ and its realisation in front of a wider au-
dience. As a painter, he was familiar with the process of incessant change within modern art. He preferred pub-
lishing drawn portraits of renowned (literary) personalities; he liked graphic artists whose style verged on the
grotesque, like literary caricatures by American David Levine, `a writer who has illustrated his own works´; he
published `world literature illustrations by Hungarian artists´; presented `a superman scene from an American
comic book´ (in 1967) as well as a `four-pictured (French) comic book´; and reported on the `musical sculpture´
of the then truly contemporary composer, Iannis Xenakis (in 1967). In short: as picture editor of Nagyvilág,
Kovásznai (also) initiated the readers into artistic problems he was personally concerned with. These, in turn,
coincided and became entwined with international, and partly with Hungarian, artistic endeavours and theo-
ries related to cinematic art as well.”66

Kovásznai published a few of his own writings in Nagyvilág: predominantly reviews of exhibitions, and
in a few instances he made drawings as illustrations to a few articles. 

Kovásznai wrote and painted Ozoldóra (“Borzadályos mû”) [Ozoldora (“Horrific Artwork”)], a surreal artist’s
book with pictures in 1960 for his love. Funny and full of surprises, abounding with surreal turns and forms,
this intimate diary/novel is a true precursor to contemporary artist’s books. 

66 Ottó Mezei, Kovásznai György: Mûvész
a festészet és a film szolgálatában [Gy. K.:
An Artist in Service of  Painting and Film].
It was only published on the Internet

Headlight, ca 1960, ink on paper, 
15 x 21 cm, unsigned
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Ozoldora, artist book, 1960, 20 x 29 cm, 80 pages. (pp.138-145)
Ozoldora (from the name of its “protagonist”, Benô/Benedict Ozoldora) is not a true logical story, but rather a sort of automatic writing. The story and the visual elements are linked through 
a chain of associations, including verbal puns, thus it would be difficult to translate the full text in a meaningful way, corresponding to the images. (Trans.’s note)
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I am Benedict Ozoldora, mine are the pickles from every decent dinner, mine is the struma on the necks. 
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I am sitting in a padded cell. They´ve brought me here. There is an inscription on the wall. I am reading it. 
Benedict Ozoldora was here, the sole rightful proprietor of all things in life, who luckily took to his heels on 8 October 1948. THE END.



During the 1960s, Kovásznai became increasingly embroiled in epistemological issues, which he treated in sev-
eral – unpublished – essays. In 1968–69, he wrote A Letter to My Philosopher Friend, an essay based on his aspi-
ration to construct a comprehensive philosophical system. The text itself, however, lacking as it does a precisely
elaborated conceptual apparatus, remains a mere indication of such an intention. It may be owing to the fact
that, despite his truly profound philosophical erudition, Kovásznai was far from being a professional philoso-
pher. The artist’s philosophical reflections nonetheless – even though they are not easy to decipher – may help
one understand his approach to visual art.

A Letter to My Philosopher Friend is a philosophical assessment of the Atomic Era, tinged with humour and
satire. The reason why Kovásznai felt incited to devote his energies to a profound analysis of the Cold War and
the moral situation it entailed, is articulated in his essay in a succinct manner, revealing its characteristic “1968
spirit” as well.

Are axioms truly axioms? Can axioms be constructed?
The above two questions just popped into mind for the reason that a good many of our contemporaries expressed

their concerns about the fact that Common Sense may have abandoned us, just as God did once; so what we are left with
now instead of philosophy is, at the very best, lessons in dance floor etiquette, combined with pearls of wisdom concern-
ing the morals of family life and the immorality of induced abortion – advice that can be given and received at no cost. 

A good many of our friends complain that they find the one-time church diatribes reverberating in tirades that go
like: material goods are not enough; you also have to love one another. There is a widespread claim to wisdom, especially
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Self-Portrait, 1972, oil on paper, 25 x 25 cm,
signed at lower left, “KGY 72 márc 23.” 
[23 March 72]
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amongst younger people, according to which a single coitus is worth more than ten world
wars. We can view way too many plays in theatres that portray the human figure as imbecile,
vile, and anti-collectivist to the core. Our friends find it devastating that our insights about
what is right and what is wrong amount to no more than those sapiential sayings, as if this
were all the moral baggage that they needed in order to venture bravely into the universe –
provided that the same highway rules still apply there, et cetera, et cetera.

The frame of his epistemological thinking is provided by a humanist and universal
choice of subject that was pivotal to the East European mentality during the 1960s.
Major Hungarian figures of the era’s literature and visual arts, such as János Pilinszky,
Ferenc Juhász, or even Béla Kondor, treated macro-topics that attempted to embrace
the vast and general area of “Humanity” and “Future”. Kovásznai approached this
comprehensive thematics from a materialist angle. It might also be regarded as the
basic viewpoint of the era, since it was within the very scientific discoveries of physics
that the contemporaneous East European intellectuals found their main apparatus
of reasoning; consequently, his attempt to look for parallels within the natural sci-
ences was emblematic of the Zeitgeist.

It is a tacit presumption that the universe is a multitude of disjoined things. Without
this presumption, any exploration would be senseless, since exploration, i.e., cognisance, is a
means for overcoming separation. […]

Moreover, the reason why one is able to attain an awareness of the multitude of things
is because these things are endowed with attributes that tend to transmit information and
seek contact by utilising various forces, radiations, and effects.

One might imagine a universe in which the above does not necessarily hold true; a
universe where things exist, but are as silent as the grave. That would be an uncommunica-
tive, secretive and pitch-dark universe, as opposed to ours, which – within the given circum-
stances – is open, honest, and politely communicative, engulfed by the dimmed lighting of a
private booth. It is much like a mundane party, where participants are chatting, debating, and
talking politics in a subdued voice.

Even though this might be the case, a single topic dominates this soirée, and it is noth-
ing else but the possibility of an encounter.

[…] Let us presume that there exists the GPD, i.e., the Great Playwright and Direc-
tor, and let us try to analyse his style according to his play.

It is only natural that the scenery and the costumes have also been designed by the
GPD, which all attest to his compellingly versatile talent, surpassing us all.

The scene is set in a vast blackness, with shining balls floating slowly in all directions,
as if they climbed off of a Christmas tree. A triangle, a pyramid, let alone a prism, is nowhere
to be seen; only globes. In this respect, the GPD is as consequent as if he belonged to a dog-
matic art movement. Cubism, tachisme or naturalism is out of the question in his case. 

He sticks rigidly to the dogma of globism in his scenery. No doubt, he is obsessed with
it. At times, though, a croissant appears as well, but it soon turns out that it is nothing but
a simple globe again, just lit from the side. 

The globes are not much larger than a dot. It is doubtlessly possible to achieve majestic and
compelling effects in this manner, but one would soon be filled with frustration due to the fact that
immeasurable energies have been wasted on such a colourful and autotelic revue. What’s the use
and sense in this gigantic decorativeness, such incessant fireworks and omnipotent carnival?

If only these balls bounced as in juggle acts, or flew about and zoomed about!... Far
from it! The globes are dragging on the firmament so slowly that with the naked eye, you can
hardly detect if they are moving at all. It is, after all, extremely tiring, boring, and ghastly.
There surely is stylistic discrepancy in that – while you are observing all this – you can hear
a voice explaining everything over the loudspeaker: that of the scientific commentator. 

For that matter, ambiguity and the lack of general comprehensibility is quite charac-
teristic of the play in general. 

“The Bridging of Separation”, ca. 1961,
ink on paper, 21 × 30 cm, unsigned

“A Possible Meeting”, ca. 1961, ink on paper, 
21 × 30 cm, unsigned
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Communication, Café ca. 1960, 
watercolour, tempera, and oil on paper, 
24 × 33 cm, unsigned

Dialogue, ca. 1962, A4-format envelope, 
watercolour and ink on paper, unsigned
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According to philosopher Katalin Neumer,1 Kovásznai may not be regarded as a pes-
simist: whereas one of the clichés of contemporary history of philosophy is that our
era is the era in which individuality was painfully abolished, one of Kovásznai’s ax-
ioms is that the world is comprised of individualities. These individualities, ultimately,
do not have to face the horror of the infinite and silent spaces of the universe; for the
author believes that humanity has succeeded in going beyond the dilemmas of the
anthropocentric, or geocentric, world view, whereby the human will no longer be in
opposition with and at the mercy of the universe; he thinks that it is not necessary to
project the human element into the universe: it is sufficient to recognise that humanity is
an apodeictic fact, inherent in the universe, and that the cosmos is fundamentally civilised;
consequently, all that is opposed to culture is also contrary to nature; and that the human in-
stinct of exploration is a universal instinct. According to a further observation, every bit of in-
formation has to overcome space and time; information cannot be received instantly. It demands
time to spread and attain culture.

This would be the general implementation and reason behind the work of philosophy.
And the specific and topical reason is the following.
Gradually the situation will cease to exist in which objectivity is considered as the ex-

clusive monopoly of palpability. Palpability, as a form of bridging the gap between the human
and the universe, will slowly reveal its geocentric and anthropocentric limitations. 

Behind the humorous philosophical analysis, an overarching fundamental
problematic is present in the author’s films and paintings alike. With this text in mind,
it is easier to understand why we get the impression that each and every one of
Kovásznai’s paintings was moving, or in the case of his painting films we feel as if
we were placed in the in-between space of still and moving images. The reason be-
hind this impetus for painting animation is based on the following conceptual frame
regarding his world view. 

The play has the following plot:
(It must be noted in advance that the plot has to be put together and concluded from

what you see and what you hear by way of explanation. It is an exhausting endeavour in-
deed; it is more of a laborious task than entertainment itself.)

The countless things in the world seem to be restless and unfulfilled in their own indi-
viduality. None of these things makes this fact manifest in a direct manner – except for the
human; nevertheless, they give countless indirect evidences of this fact. Everything is stirring,
quivering, vibrating, pulsating, leaping, moving, and transforming. This restlessness can be
perceived today even with the naked eye, but the scientific commentary also confirms this fact
(finally, there is no contradiction!), even though it could be disquieting to add that these move-
ments are relative and to be viewed in relation to each other.

One part of the audience simply does not understand what it is all about, whereas the
other part becomes flabbergasted: considering this multitude of things in the universe as a pos-
sible basis for comparison, couldn’t it be that the entire thing is in fact motionless?

[…]
To express this doubt in a logical manner: in case everything moves at once, then nothing

moves.
So this is one of the problems that have remained unsolved despite the synchronisation

of the voice with the stage.
In general, it is to be feared that the essence that was explained by the voice during the

dramatic tale was still not the true essence, but only a lower layer of the entire story.
[…]
Nevertheless, despite all these fastidious reservations, one must admit that this infinite

vision of independent things is compelling due to its constant movement.

Characters, ca. 1961, pastel and ink on
paper, 20 × 29 cm, unsigned

Café, ca. 1960, watercolour and pencil on
paper, 24 × 33 cm, unsigned

Café, ca. 1960, watercolour and pencil on
paper, 24 × 33 cm, unsigned

1 Dr. Katalin Neumer, Senior Member of
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences’
Philosophical Institute, prepared her
typescript, A Critical Reading of György
Kovásznai’s Texts Entitled, A Letter to My
Philosopher Friend, and Aspect, on com-
mission from the Kovásznai Founda-
tion in 1998. 
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“The essay displays the universe as a drama full of movement and swarming, which was put on the stage by
the GPD, the Great Playwright and Director. Kovásznai – in line with his original profession – ponders over pos-
sibilities of directorial solutions and choices, and believes that the perceived phenomena `are naturally analo-
gous´ with the English dramatic literature of the Elizabethan age, Goethe’s novel, Elective Affinities, works by
Stendhal as well as Proust’s stream-of-consciousness novel. So, at first sight, our universe appears to be a rather
anthropomorphic world, in which movement appears as natural,” writes Katalin Neumer in her critical as-
sessment.2

The situation is a bit more complex than that, which is also suggested by the above analysis. In fact,
Kovásznai sees the world as a drama (And now, let us devote ourselves to the viewing of the drama, in which the
dramatis personae fall into one of following three groups: materials, forces, and spaces.); a drama, which is, by its very
nature, moved by oppositions, despite the fact that the GPD would have had the opportunity to construct a
world that was overpowered by love instead. It is in connection with the latter that he writes one of the witti-
est doubts of dialectics: If one takes it into consideration that instead of oppositions, our favourite playwright could eas-
ily have invented a single similitude (which would have been soft, sweet, and white, like a huge Christmas fondant), then
we cannot but respect such a baroquesque, full-blooded temperament that sets masses of costumed hordes against each
other throughout millions of gigantic battle-scenes.

So, this is in fact the basis of the problem, which he also accentuated in several other essays, and which
he most often referred to as the opposition between the concrete (particular) and the de-concretised (de-par-
ticularised). 

Individuality, the infinitely concrete, is also the leitmotif in his two texts from 1971: Aspect and Totality
and the Unparalleled Concrete. Beyond all that, as Kovásznai put it, he “aims at a new approach to the universal”.
This essay is characterised by – if such could be contended at all – a more optimistic view of the world than the
previous one (naturally, this should not be considered as an evaluation): the “illusions of alienation”, “despite
all suggestions, are not fundamental”, the author declares. 

Such optimism – Neumer contends in her analysis – can hardly be attained by going along what one
would call the royal path, and this is true in many regards. The concrete, the individualistic, follows from the
disruption of questioning – questioning the world and wondering at it – while arriving at a possible solution
only at the end of the road: the unity of the concrete and the universal, the subjective and the objective, the Self
and the noumenal aspect (hence the title of the essay). The interpretation is not really easy in terms of language
either: Kovásznai elaborated a highly complicated system of categories, which would have required a more sub-
stantial work in order to be properly articulated. A part of this system of categories is comprised of the already
familiar notions – objective, subjective, total, universal – which will surely have an alienating effect on some
readers; all the more so for the reason that Kovásznai does not even try to hide his sympathy for Marxism. And
owing to the fact that he chooses to address a completely different thematic than one would have expected, the
work is also somewhat misleading. In more precise terms, the author is writing from a much wider perspec-
tive regarding the European tradition of the history of philosophy. He also evokes the Heideggerian and
Wittgensteinian tradition in which philosophising amounts to open-mouthed wondering at the transcendent,
gaping at the world’s Dasein: a state of universal questioning without aiming at answers. Many of Kovásznai’s
studies remind one of the Wittgensteinian train of thought or approach (A Lecture on Ethics).3

In his essay, Totality and the Unparalleled Concrete, he presents his epistemological problematising, with the
central problem inherent in the relation between the universal (totality) and the concrete:

Our astonishment at the origin of our a priori knowledge is thus rooted in our – one-sided – interpretation of all
kinds of knowledge as an instance of transgressing some sort of an obstacle, whereas the truth is that a part of our knowl-
edge is derived from our very limits, for the very reason that these very limits are the ones that safeguard the existential
boundaries of our concreteness from the intrusion of the infinite. Consequently, in a priori knowledge, it is the relation of
the unparalleled concrete to a totality that is being reflected, that is, its universal certainty. 

The first of such contradictions is that the world under examination is ruthlessly divided into essence and phe-
nomenon, where phenomena are essentially coincidental, yet they always wear some baggy uniform, with those badly sewn
uniforms being eventually labelled as the common essences. Doubtlessly, the common uniform provides knowledge, but
the question still remains hopelessly open:

1) Who and what are the matters of investigation, whence do they come, why are they contemporaries, why are they
the very matters that are presented us for examination?; that is, where do these coincidences arise form? 2) Who dresses
them in these uniforms, why, and how? 3) Why do these uniforms hang so awfully loosely? 4) Why are these clothes not

2 Neumer 1998.
3 Neumer 1998.
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totally unique pieces, or why aren’t they completely general? So why is it that although the number of the types of uni-
forms is less than the number of coincidences, it is still greater than one?

[…]  It is not at all crucial for knowledge to put an end to our conflict with ourselves, since our dividedness is our
very concreteness, that is, our life.

[…]  Before we hastily joined that non-stop debate about whether we have to, are able to know, or it is worth our
while to make this (otherwise absolutely atrocious) world intelligible, it should finally dawn upon us why haven’t we got-
ten to know it yet?

Actually, one might as well name concreteness as intriguing unhappiness. Within such an intriguing unhappiness,
there are doubtlessly different degrees, and the civilisational work, which demands an analogical possibility within the
category, is certainly very important and splendid, since it aims at asserting the most advantageous degrees available for
humankind. Compared to this, epistemological work has to be more disillusioning and more illusionistic at the same time. 

As far as disillusionment is concerned, the principal and general fallacy of former philosophies from the aspect of
this model is that objectivity is not complete, wherefore its broken nature has essentially been attributed to an epistemo-
logical failure. 

[…]  The essence of the Marxian discovery lies in the very fact that he overtly proclaimed and proved that every-
body accepts as true that which is in their own interest as well as in the interest of the social class which they belong to
within the organism of the community. This is the reason why Marx could contend that the objectivity of cognition de-
pends on the abolition of social injustice. At the same time, the situation that Marx explicated could come about exactly
because humankind at most only fibbed that analogical evidences may be put in the service of epistemological evidences,
whereas the truth was that in the lack of a fixed point, the epistemological arguments were interpreted by everybody as was
suitable for their goal. And for the first time after such a long period of time, it was Marx who dared to declare that since
this was the case, this could not be true epistemology.

In the philosophical essays, the problematisation of the dialectical dichotomy of the concrete and the de-con-
cretised is also actively addressed in his texts about art; although in a less abstract manner, they are used as ve-
hicles of critical positioning. In his writing, Self-Interview, he makes contemporaneous art responsible for the
absence of the “concrete”, while contesting the viability of the abstract art of the classical avant-garde along with
the prominent visual trends in popular culture of his time. The problem, as we can read it at the end of the fol-
lowing quotation, is not at all a trifling matter for Kovásznai. Basically, he considers this theoretical stipulation
as the essence of the ideological difference between the two sides of the Cold-War Kulturkampf. It is also due
to this that he refused the West German art fellowship which he was granted in 1965 at the Mannheim Festi-
val from the Volkwang Museum. This decision was surely an existentially laden, significant milestone in
Kovásznai’s life; for the refusal of the West German trip, involving his staying abroad or possibly emigrating
from Hungary, in fact functioned as a testing ground for the consistency of his ideological convictions.

“Modern fine art kept the `pure-hearted´ generalities for itself and passed on the concrete uniqueness to photogra-
phy, graphic art, advertising, and finally to Pop. It is needless to say that concrete uniqueness, concrete historicity, and
concrete ordinariness as the basis of these Pop media were by no means able to fulfil its own appointed duty either in the
sense of grand ideologies or in the sense of democracy; it was an instant failure because it was massified. After all, con-
creteness as a basic philosophical ⁄art historical principle – due to many reasons – fell into the hands of an evil and imma-
ture brat, who did not deserve this, and did not know what to do with it, but nonetheless instantly destroyed it as an
expensive toy; and we were made to stay put mesmerised on the one hand by esoteric abstract art and on the other, by the
fake and harmful alternative of commercial graphics-beat-pop.” 

“What could be the solution?”
“I have already humbly contributed something to the solution, but that is not important now... What is in fact the

solution? Derived from the above-said, the solution is that concrete historicity, uniqueness, and ordinariness need to be
made into integral constituents of an elaborate ideological system; more so, because it is impossible to develop an elabo-
rate ideological system without them. In the letter that I wrote to the Volkwang Museum in Essen, because many years
ago, they honoured me with a fellowship as I won the Golden Ducat Prize in Mannheim for my painting film...”

“Which you finally never took advantage of...”
“Yes, I was about to get to that. In my thank you letter, alluding to the above cited ars poetica, I stated that I chose

not to accept the honouring fellowship.”
“Who else was awarded this fellowship?”
“As far as I know, Major and Lakner...”4 4 Kovásznai, ca. 1976.

»
Johnnies Series, ca. 1962, mixed technique
on paper, 21× 30 cm, title and serial num-
ber inscribed on each picture (pp.152-153)

(No.4: Tasty Breakfast, No.13: Johnnie,
where are you? I’am in the transformer.
Come on, someone just got here! No.14:

When you grow up as well... No.10. Hamlet
(Tragedy in 5 acts)
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In order to better understand the above explicated problematic of the concrete versus the de-concretised, we
need to know that, no matter in what artistic discipline or genre Kovásznai was working in, he was always es-
sentially aiming to find an authentic way to approach reality. How could the phenomenon and the essence be
simultaneously captured, and capturing it devoid of any falsehood? This question is analysed from a practical
aspect in his film plans which, from the end of the 1960s, are more readily concentrating on the array of po-
tentialities of documentarism. This is also the time when within the Béla Balázs Studio (BBS) itself, the dis-
course addressing the importance of documentarism is reaching an even wider platform along with the
experiments in the field of filmic innovations. Judging from the on-going discourses and films of the era’s ex-
perimental film workshop BBS, we can clearly contend that Kovásznai was not at all alone with the experi-
mentation and research focusing on the separation of the “phenomenon” and “essence” within the parameters
of a new filmic language. Kovásznai did not work with the directors of the BBS, but he was well acquainted with
their contemporaneous discourse. From the beginning of the 1970s, the circumstances became more favourable
at the BBS for non-professional filmmakers or artists whose specialisation was not necessarily in film, who
were interested in researching the structure of filmic language with the tools of animation without being pres-
sured to produce a final work. In this way, BBS opened its horizons for different experimentations in the field
of animation as well. It is worth explicating this parallel more thoroughly in order to get an in-depth sense
about the general contemporaneous context of the artistic and theoretical problems that Kovásznai was mainly
concerned with. 

The genre of the experimental animation films created at the BBS has not been determined yet, just as the
assessment of Kovásznai’s films is still to be done. These films belong to a wider category: to that of experi-
mental films. It was only in relation to the K3 “film-language series” initiated by Gábor Bódy that the function
of this genre was first defined. In the introduction written for the K3 film plans in 1976, Bódy explicated that
experimental films allow for different possibilities in filmmaking, which would be unattainable and nonsensi-
cal in mainstream cinematography, bound by the set conventions of cinema distribution.5 This is why experi-
mental films par excellence are usually created in a vacuum, isolated from the profession, and if they are made
as professional films, they are considered to be new genre inventions. Bódy identified three main precursors
of Hungarian experimental filmmaking:

1) The separation of the visual–sonic content from the story. E.g., Márk Novák, Zoltán Huszárik, János
Tóth. New solutions by documentarist directors of the BBS.

2) The works of independent filmmakers influenced by Miklós Erdély’s article, Montage-Hunger (pub-
lished in the periodical Valóság [Reality], 1966).

3) The linguistic approach to cinematic art in the 1960s established the rational basis of experimentation.
The other theoretical introduction of the BBS film language series is László Beke’s writing, The Canvas and

the Screen, according to which the essence of experimental film is – echoing Bódy’s introduction included in the
same publication – that the application or the mode of the picture making process itself becomes the theme.6

Both of them emphasise that experimental film that concentrates on researching the language of film through
filmic means should be considered as a specific and unique genre. Beke’s explanation is mainly of a linguistic
or semiotic nature: although semiotic theories could be applied to film language, film cannot completely be de-
scribed in conceptual terms; thus, “the most adequate approach to the image is imagistic thinking; i.e., the
image itself.”

Beke underlines that the different fine art processes of the 1960s had a considerable impact on the de-
velopment of the 1970s’ experimental films. Along these lines, Bódy considers the domain of the fine arts as the
new channel for the presentation of experimental films.

A proper theoretical analysis of experimental animation films with a fine art approach was made in re-
gard to the films of the Pannonia Film Studio, according to László Beke’s systematisation from 1975, in which
he defined the criteria for these films:

“1) The fine arts thematic in animation film.
2) Stylistic influences of the fine arts. The montage.
3) A visual arts approach.
4) Creation of a visual metaphor: the examination of the relationship between word and image, the sig-

nifier and the signified.
5) The necessity of experimental animation film based on a fine arts model: in the course of develop-

ment, a film type has crystallised that represents perhaps the highest possible level of development to date, and

5 Gábor Bódy, Bevezetés a “K/3” csoport
munkatervéhez [Introduction to the “K/3”
Group’s Work Plan], (Budapest: BBS,
1976). Second publishing: Pergô Képek,
2001
6 László Beke, “A két vászon. Bevezetô
tanulmány A Balázs Béla Stúdió kisfilm-
és ötletpályázatára beérkezett mûvek. Film-
nyelvi sorozat címû kiadványhoz” [The
Canvas and the Screen. Introductory
Study. Prepared for the publication of
the aquired applications for the Béla
Balázs Studio short-film and new ideas
contest of the Film Language Series],
Budapest, 1973, 8–15.

4.2. 
EXPERIMENTAL

FILM AND 
DOCUMENTARISM:

THE WAYS IN WICH
KOVÁSZNAI’S

WORK ECHOES 
THE PROGRESSIVE

CINEMATIC 
TENDENCIES OF THE

SEVENTIES



1 5 5
A R T  T H E O R E T I C A L  A N D  C O N C E P T U A L  
I S S U E S  I N  T H E  L A T E  S I X T I E S  
A N D  E A R L Y  S E V E N T I E S

which could be considered as a model of the animation film genre. Its main characteristic is that it utilises the
experience of the visual arts: it problematises the established function of art, it creates a liminal genre, it dis-
covers new possibilities in earlier prohibited modes of expression, but it can also be made accountable for au-
dience involvement which has been a common device in the fine arts. 

We can contend that most of the experimental animation films made at the BBS fit the above description
of experimental films.”7

In the positioning of these films, attention should be drawn to the cultural change that distinguishes the
situation in the 1970s from that of today. László Beke’s criteria are quite useful for the process of comparison,
as they also provide an adequate summary of the 1975 Hungarian situation. Compared to this, however, the
positioning of the genre has undergone a myriad of changes in the last three long decades, so it is worthwhile
considering the signs of relevant alterations. First of all, it should be emphasised that the formal art-historical
or semiotic standpoint is quite obsolete today; our analytical approaches need to be extended to a wider frame-
work, to include visual culture as well. The search for parallels as the essential method of the art-historical tra-
dition is more functional today in respect to an extended image history. The formal arrangement of filmic
elements and the visual references of cinematic art are to be analysed not only in regard to high art but also in
terms of mass culture. Even more so because by 2010, the unexplored relationship of the socialist cultural pro-
duction to popular culture is clearly detectable, most of the analyses and attempts at canonisation are made to
determine the ways in which the underground was related to high culture. 

Kovásznai found a possible way of dissolving the dichotomy between the concrete and the de-concretised, or
between the micro-stories and the general theories applied to the universe, through a hybrid method of film-
making: documentary film recordings and animation techniques are integrated here through the enforcement
of the visual artist’s vision. According to Kovásznai’s basic standpoint, live-action film and animation were
considered to be equally viable genre delimitations; he even considered the possibility of their amalgamation.
In this regard, he could be considered a precursor to what contemporary animation theoreticians think of the
genre: e.g., in the same vein, Alan Cholodenko’s starting point is that every film could be analysed within the
framework of animation, or more precisely, every film could be considered as a form of animation.8 Already in
1967, Kovásznai searched for a solution of genre and methodological problems in the hybrid of live-action film
and animation, or special effects film, when he wrote his thus far unpublished essay, A Few Notes on Total Cin-
ema. His concept comes very close to the ideas of Lev Manovich, who states that today, traditional animation,
cinematography, and computer graphics are often utilised in some kind of a combination to create new hybrid
moving images, as e.g., in the case of the Matrix trilogy. “Rather than expecting that any of the present ‘pure’
forms will dominate the future of visual and moving image cultures,” he suggests “that the future belongs to
such hybrids.”9

A FEW NOTES ON TOTAL CINEMA10

Presently in film technology, motion is captured on film in two ways:
1) In continuity (this is the camera of the live-action film) and
2) On the animation stand, frame by frame (this is the camera of animation, drawing animation, special effects an-

imation, etc.).
While these two methods are usually kept separate today, a few international examples exist that combine the two

into a complex whole. 
The degree and viability of such a complex usage is governed by the given screenplay, and the whole is eventually

determined by the film’s desired message (just as it is done in the case of sound and colour, or dialogues, et cetera, et cetera).
Thus, the degree of complexity depends on the filmmakers’ intention with the film. The aim is to immerse the viewer in
the artwork as naturally as possible, while increasing the film’s effect to the utmost. The realisation of such complexity does
not imply more aesthetical contradictions than, for instance, the combination of filmic images with sound, the introduc-
tion of colour film, or that of wide-screen movies, etc., entailed in the history of cinematic art. Film – by its very nature –
is the utmost complex medium amidst all the art forms.

What could such an expanded utilisation of the animation stand and its potentials bring to feature film?
It would result in a natural expansion of its devices.

4.3. 
THE FILMIC 
METHODICAL 
SOLUTIONS OF 
EPISTEMOLOGICAL
PROBLEMS: 
TOTAL FILM 
AND ANIMA VÉRITÉ

7 László Beke–János Tölgyesi, “A ma-
gyar animációs film és a képzômû -
vészet” [Hungarian Animation Film
and the Fine Arts] Tanulmányok a magyar
animációs filmrôl [Essays on Hungarian
Animation Film], Özséb Horányi and
György Matolcsy (eds.), (Budapest:
Magyar Filmtudományi Intézet és Film -
archívum, 1975), 181–224.
8 The Illusion of Life 2. More Essays on An-
imation. Alan Cholodenko (Ed.). (Syd-
ney: Power Publications, University of
Sidney, 2007).
9 Lev Manovich, Image Future. Sage
Pub lications, Animation Journal
2006/1.
10 The text, preserved by the heirs, re-
mained unpublished; hereby we in-
clude the full extant text.
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For obvious reasons, the techniques of animation and those of live-action film can be organised into an organic
whole through a meticulous artistic input from the side of the filmmakers: a care that has always been self-evident in such
a synthetic art form as film is, in terms of the way in which images, sounds, music, noises, direction of actors, etc., are put
together.

Animation and live-action film are combined in total or complex cinema fundamentally in the same way as the tex-
ture of a classical novel combines dialogues (i.e., scenes that always take place in the present) with descriptive parts (i.e.,
meditative parts of a general time relation).

In our case, the present-time based, action-like, rapidly changing part is a live-action film, while the descriptive,
meditative, concentrated part is animation, with its own devices: painterly, poetic, emphatic, and time-condensing means,
special effects, etc.

`Parlez-vous français´ 11 provides numerous possibilities in this respect, specifically in regard to humour and the
lyrics.

Animation here is especially useful for enhancing the facial features and movements that are brought into play in
comedy, highlighting the physiognomy through a wide variety of means to express confusion, embarrassment, the im-
passes in language learning, as well as caricaturing the comic character types (such stock characters as the foolish pupil,
the merciless female teacher, the benign foster father, the virgin in love, the bearded swindler, and the bourgeois woman
with a joie de vivre.

All these are combined in an adequate manner with the live-action parts, which are more focussed on actions.
From the viewpoint of the audiences, this does not imply that they have to get used to some utterly novel avant-

garde forms; on the contrary, it means an enhanced sense of immediacy, naturalness as well as a playful inclination.

The practical application of the theory of total cinema never really came to fruition around 1967: the
script of Parlez-vous français (in another version: Please Miss!) previously mentioned, did not get the green light
at the Pannonia Film Studio. His films that attempted to come closest to the theory of total cinema, such as
From Dawn to Dusk (1969) and The City through My Eyes (1971) became accessible only to a very narrow circle
of audiences. These filmic experiments by Kovásznai are viewed today as having major significance in regard
both to their method of merging animation with live-action film and its juxtaposition of documentarism and
fiction, as well as owing to its attempt at solving the dilemma of the concrete and the de-concretised, as has been
described earlier in this chapter. 

From the early 1970s on, Kovásznai, along with his milieu, became increasingly embroiled in experi-
menting with the potentials of documentary filmmaking, specifically with the creation of a “social animation
film”. In Béla Balázs Film Studio (BBS), the “Sociological Proclamation”12 of 1969 signalled a commitment to au-
thentic solutions for representing social reality. In addition to the BBS, by the early 1970s, different versions of
documentarism emerged in wider segments of Hungarian film production. No wonder then, that Kovásznai,
for whom animation equalled in rank with the rest of cinematic art forms, aspired to reflect on the genre’s po-
tentials in his own practice. An additional influence on his work came from the French new wave, cinema vérité
in the 1960s, along with the new documentarist approach which was also spreading in Eastern Europe. Kovász-
nai was the one who tried to unfold its implications in the field of animation. According to the filmmaking
methodology he elaborated by 1971, concreteness – the depiction of particularity – can be realised in animation
through the artists’ traditional drawings based on models, rather than through the use of the camera. The re-
sulting interaction between the models and the artists who depict them in drawings ensures the same interre-

11 A script by Kovásznai for a film that
has not been realised; only his pre pa -
ratory drawings have been preserved.
12 The second generation of filmmak-
ers working at Béla Balázs Film Studio
articulated their demand for docu-
men taries based on the scientific meth-
ods of sociology. Published in
“Szoci oló giai filmcsoportot!
Kiáltvány” [Toward a Sociological
Film Group! A Proclamation],
Filmkultúra 1965-1973. Compiled by
Yvette Bíró, (Budapest: Századvég,
1991), 45.
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lationship that cinema vérité attains by self-reflective camera work. The real phase of elaboration starts after the
drawings and paintings have been created after the models; this is when the artistic portrait is endowed with
the dimension of time. The goal is a “realistic grasp of the essence”. The drawings of the models always show
their original contexts; thus, the artists also study the models’ actual environments and model them in their
drawings. The figures are only moved within their own original environments, closely drawing from the metic-
ulously researched background information. 

At the same time, owing to this visual art approach, the documentarist representation of reality is com-
plemented with the traces of subjective perception; the films can also afford often exaggerating, almost ab-
stract, or at least definitely expressive details. This method, which Kovásznai termed anima vérité, is a reflection
on an intellectual turning-point in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It is from this point that he would move on,
during the final years of the decade, towards combining a psychedelic portrayal of characters with an almost
photorealistic representation of events. 

A methodological text that he wrote in 1970 has been preserved as part of the preparatory work of his
film, Blossoming No. 3369.

WORK METHOD FOR THE REALISATION OF `BLOSSOMING´

The most important principle according to which this film is being made is its focus on original characters (models). Con-
sequently, the first step in carrying out this principle is much rather a phase of `crystallisation´ than a `planning´ process. 

What does crystallisation mean here?
It means that even though we model after nature, our aim is not its photographic–naturalistic representation, but

rather a realistic grasp and experiential rendering of the essence. In addition to stylistic-aesthetic implications, this aim
has consequences regarding the medium of animation: it endows human portraiture with a great possibility to embrace the
dimension of temporality as well. It implies that we can make our way relatively fully into the lived environments of six
or seven selected and grasped model-contemporaries. We can become their sympathetic acquaintances and friends, while
also keeping in mind a fundamental principle of our medium, the element of playfulness and humour, which will, of course,
be applied in a duly subdued manner as it is made to fit the subject. 

In regard to the so-called crystallisation, it is nothing else than a pictorial and stylistic articulation of the fact that
by getting to know our models more closely, we are able to bring them closer to the viewer during the two minutes that
we devote to each of them; i.e., we are able to typify them in a realistic manner so that the crystallised graphic forms, lines,
tones and colour effects, both separately and in combination, appear instantly familiar to the viewer, but also potentiating
an effect of a new discovery as well.

Paintings for the film, Blossoming 
No. 3369, 1971, watercolour and ink on
paper, 36 × 51 cm, signed at upper right,
numbering starting with F
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From this principle it follows that the preliminary work is immediately divided into two parts:
1) Work at the original location, and
2) work in the studio. 
While the first one is the venue for collecting experiences and materials, the second one is the venue for the crys-

tallisation process.
Let us now examine these two phases of work one by one.
1) Just as reporters or live-action filmmakers always work in locations that are dimensionally appropriate for

their work, realist visual artists do exactly the same: they capture portraits, figures, interiors, still-lifes, landscapes or
genre painting compositions in their immediate realities, rather than from imagination or memory. 

For the same reason, the most natural working method for animation film – which is in essence a synthesis, a com-
plementary co-existence of live-action film (indeed, film in general) and visual art – is the exploration of natural forms,
based on their model-like presence. Naturally, there are many precursors and traditions instantiating this method within
our medium, such as, e.g., the Canadian animation about the lives of farmers, with its genre painting-like sequences, or
Walt Disney’s method, whereby he had live-action scenes re-drawn and re-painted, thus animating them with special pic-
torial exactitude and truth to life. It is clear that in our case, we must concentrate on the human figures we have chosen
as our characters, rendering their portraits, lives and environments as true to life as possible. That much, however, is still
not enough, since our sequences of images, movements and actions are dramatised by the thematic insight of a wedding
advertisement. This is to say that film is not only more temporal than visual art, but it is more dramatic as well; or to put
it succinctly – to use a main stream notion – it is more entertaining. 

But let us come back to the site-specific work.
Just as reporters or live-action filmmakers, or even portrait painters, will inevitably meet their characters/models

and establish a psychological relationship with them, the crew of the present film will only start working after having es-
tablished personal contacts and conducted preliminary surveys of the locations. 

In our case, location always and automatically refers to the home or urban environment of the corresponding char-
acter. Consequently, in the initial phase, crew members will work in these locations with drawing-blocks and sketch-books
in their hands, which is a time-consuming task that will require long working hours! Naturally, the given location will
always determine whether and for how long one can make the character stay fixed in one place within his/her environment
so as to be able to sit or stand for the life drawing. Art academy practice also varies in this respect, from several hours of
posing (with the tiniest folds of the drapery or the position of the little finger being fixed) to a few minutes or seconds’
sketches. Obviously, the former is more viable in the characters’ homes after their working hours, whereas the latter can
be done on the site of their work. It will result in motifs that are more detailed yet more static in the case of an apartment,
and more roughly outlined yet more dynamic in the case of a work environment. 

Getting acquainted with all the characters well in advance is an important aspect of the working method, as their
figures must form a single dramaturgical through line in a sequence, embracing a wide range and a relative totality of so-
ciological variations: a rich variety of ages, genders and fates, enhancing and complementing one another to emphasise their
plasticity to the best effect for the viewer.

This, in turn, will also determine the specific animation and visual art technique corresponding to each individual
character, which the artists should employ as a vehicle of depiction. For example, a young, cheerful salesgirl in a food shop
suggests a dynamic image, full of temperament, while an elderly retired man from the suburbs may suggest a more sub-
dued visualisation, perhaps with nostalgic overtones. Thus, the choice of style and technique should never be incidental;
on the contrary, in the case of the salesgirl, it will rather be moving and flashing in a cartoon-like manner, whereas in the
case of the retired man, it will be a sequence of drawings in ink and wash or walnut stain, filmed with slow fade-ins and
fade-outs. 

If we stop now for a moment to consider, just by and large, the various techniques from this aspect, we would be
astonished to realise the difference between the effect of a charcoal drawing and that of, let’s say, graphite or red chalk. We
shall realise that pastel is much more blurry than crayon; see how witty, almost supercilious watercolour is; how inter-
estingly and characteristically mechanical the new felt-tip pens are; how classical and categorical an ink drawing is; and
whether or not the psychology of, for instance, tempera is identical to that of oil. Then we shall also immediately discover
that one of these techniques will practically stick to the model which befits its individual character. This is what the team
of artists have to realise in time, making sure that the working process corresponding to a given personality becomes ab-
solutely conscious and effective. 

In the initial stage, however – which is fundamentally a process of familiarisation – the style of drawing is invari-
ably unified in the case of all the characters: we employ the so-called `long sitting´ or `long positioning´ method, with de-
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tailed and meticulous studies of figure drawing. At this stage, the artist crew basically `familiarise themselves´ with the
characters. During the subsequent work process, we shall examine whether or not these initial studies would fit into the
film directly. In any case, they have to definitely be able to inspire their creators to reach the next level of visual percep-
tion and internalisation, whereby it will be possible to further refine the figures’ right personality and corresponding move-
ments, so as to find their roles and differentiate, generalise, interpret them, etc., in an authentic manner.

It also follows from the above standpoints that these studies differ from academic studies in that:
a) The creators have a further aim with these models; that is, a study is not an end in itself, but is prepared in the

service of a higher concept (namely, the production of the film, `Blossoming´). Consequently, visual perception and com-
prehension is guided from the very start by a definite goal. Since every individual has millions of faces, views, approaches,
and psychological traits, et cetera, et cetera, the decisions made during the creative process will be far from incidental. In
the case of good work, this may entail all the humanistic joy that may arise from an individual getting to know another
individual through the channels of authentic artistic information. Ultimately, it involves a purposefully humanistic cu-
riosity. 

b) The other factor that differentiates our work from simple visual art studies is that the modelled figures are not
removed from their environments, but are seen and rendered visible in a dialectical unity with their surroundings. In the
life of a fifty-year-old, lonely man, for instance, his daily pack of Fecske cigarettes13 may play a significant role – at least
in a given phase of life (perhaps he will switch over to some Bulgarian brand after his wedding, etc.). So this circumstance
may entail highly exciting and valid decisions on the part of the artist who knows him, leaving a considerable imprint on
the creative process; and this is essentially nothing else than billions of possible choices influencing the way a pencil or a
brush is moved. It may occur that the daily opening of a pack of cigarettes is accompanied by certain hand or facial move-
ments, which – if depicted well by the means of visual art – is worth several pages of description in a realist novel.

And we have not mentioned the following yet:
The nuances of clothing; the divorced woman working at Medimpex,14 who loves knit items and also knows how

to wear them befittingly; or the elderly woman, a teacher from a provincial town, with the cold flashes of her spectacles and
a smile counterbalancing it, who generally wears the ready-made clothes she can get from The Department Store in
Szeged,15 but since she decided to get married soon, she might as well spare no pains travelling to Pest and have her dresses
made in Váci Street,16 where there are rouges, silk scarves, handbags, wallets, shopping bags, Wartburgs, Skodas, and
Volkswagens;17 where there are apartments, furniture, bathroom mirrors, record players, furnishings, carpets, bookshelves,
familiar home coffee-machines, and all the things that are inseparable from them, which are constituents of a personality
and which are, in turn, formed by personalities, such as staircases, elevators, co-ops, city council-owned or private houses,
each bearing the signs of a certain era and the definite and eradicable signs of people living in them; where there is traffic,
entertainment, shopping, and most importantly, work places where everybody spends eight or nine hours a day, all of
which form personalities and which are in turn being formed by personalities, since you affect your environment just as
it affects you…

Consequently:
The creators see the models and their environments all together and all at once. Their vision, however, is by no

means automatic: they realise and demonstrate the most crucial and characteristic interrelationships and relations. Graphic
artists are well aware of the fact that often it is enough to press the pencil just a little bit stronger to emphasise a curve on
the back of an armchair so that some unforeseen information would suddenly be revealed by the picture, et cetera, et cetera.
Having thus outlined the work to be performed at the on-site location, let us now return to the work in the studio.

2) Work to be done in the studio:
This phase of the work is just as important as the preceding one; the ultimate crystallisation of the material takes

place here on the one hand, and its animation on the other. Crew members have already left the models, and are about to
evaluate the `recorded material´ in the studio. 

Just as they had to find the pictorial style that best suited their models at the previous stage of location surveying,
now they have to further develop the imagistic material, navigating it toward an adequate animation technique. There
are further possibilities lending themselves to typifying and individualising the characters. Staying with the former ex-
ample, it might happen, for instance, that in the portrait of the fifty-year-old lonely man there is no sign of animation
whatsoever, apart from the already mentioned pack of Fecske cigarettes. By way of illustrating and typifying his daily rou-
tine of lighting up a cigarette, let’s say, the pack slips forth from the outer right pocket of his tobacco-brown jacket, it is
torn open as if by itself, and a cigarette is popped into the mouth of the pensive face, et cetera, et cetera. In the same way,
we can imagine a woman – earning her living by translating technical texts, medium height, blonde, believed to be at-
tractive, music lover, with an apartment, aged forty-two – whose hands are the most expressive; consequently, instead of

13 Fecske (’Swallow’), the first filter cig-
arette brand produced in Hungary
(from 1962), with a swallow on the box,
a bird from the Hungarian landscape.
(Trans.’s note)
14 With the centralisation of Hungarian
pharmaceutical production in the early
1950s, the rights for the pharmaceutical
export and import were assigned to
only one enterprise, Medimpex. Being
employed by such a large foreign trade
company must have been a privileged
status at the time. (Trans.’s note)
15 Reference to the often enormous, but
quite empty socialist department stores
with their deplorable factory-tailored
clothes, and to the fact that the situation
was even worse in provincial cities and
towns. (Trans.’s note)
16 Váci Street, a pedestrian shopping
street in downtown Budapest, was a
sort of propaganda “showcase” for
Western (and domestic) tourists, with
more trendy shops, where even private
businesses, such as shops selling de-
signer clothes, were tolerated. (Trans.’s
note)
17 The few types of car models that
were available in Hungary at the time:
Wartburg was produced in East Ger-
many, Škoda in Czechoslovakia; Volk-
swagen is the German “people’s
automobile,” a symbol for West Ger-
man regeneration after World War II.
(Trans.’s note)
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Paintings for the film, Blossoming 
No. 3369, 1971, 
watercolour and ink on paper, 36 × 51 cm
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her face, which will be depicted by patch-like effects, her hands should be moved and animated only… though it might hap-
pen that the eyes of the same woman are alive instead, and not so much her hands.

In conclusion, a few thoughts follow on the possibilities of actions or stories arising within the scenes of moving
portraits, derived from their time-based character. And possibilities do indeed arise. Such miniature stories are suggested
by the very wording of the advertisements.

Let us see an example.
It goes like that: `Pleasant-looking, versatile woman with a good job, age 39, childless, divorced, seeking a well sit-

uated man longing for a harmonious life, with a possibility of marriage. Code-word: It’s not too late 1936758, etc.´
The thing will become dramatic if the text is read by a soft female voice, slowly, almost word by word, while a se-

quence of images are being conjured up accompanying the narration. Let’s just think it over from the aspect of imagistic
and filmic possibilities, `pleasant-looking´…

versatile (playing the piano? cooking? tennis?)
with a good job (workplace microstructure) 
age 39 (clothes, cosmetics, jewellery)
childless (a shadow of disappointment may cross her face at this point)
divorced…
et cetera, et cetera…then a silent sequence comes for a while, freeze frame, then comes
The punchline: `Code-word: Not too late 1936758 to the Advertising Agency at Liberation Square.´ 18

Evidently, if this is successfully made, then the next portrait will be positioned even more plastically, for the very
reason that it would be so much different; e.g., `Skilled worker seeks a lady between 25–30 for marriage. From around
Buda is an advantage!19 Code-word N.541 to the publisher.´

How different it is: it is to the point, he-man type, laconic, and sincere! And to top it all, there is a slight rowdy perk-
iness in it as it reads, `From around Buda is an advantage!´ 

As if he could simply make a choice from all those ladies rushing to meet him. But women from the Pest side? No
way, don’t even give it a try!

After all, the major dramaturgical effect actually arises from the fact that the incognitos of marriage ads are an
array of anonymuses and anonymas, whose faces we can only guess. Consequently, visualising them equals depriving
them of their incognitos, which in live-action film would easily turn out to be tactless or rude.

Such disclosure of identities would, however, accomplish an inherent sociological survey through the poetry and
humour of animation, taking it to a higher level, to a more subjective sphere of playfulness. The film’s music is to cover
this aspect as well; after all, music would be no more than a fine and sensitive fabric of rustles, composed of very discreet
and soft noises merging into a pulsating drone (heartbeat, sigh, whistling; that is, the soft rustles of solitude).

As has been mentioned in the film script, the seventh figure will find her partner, which (in addition to the feeling
of relief at the happy ending) is also interesting; for in an animation film, such as the one in question, the word picture
`somebody enters somebody’s life´ luckily ceases to remain a mere figure of speech, for the simple reason that it becomes
a real image.20

The above text clearly reveals the direction Kovásznai took in his filmmaking practice in 1971, in order to ex-
plicate the epistemological problem of the concrete–de-concretised (individual–universal) dichotomy. He
turned his attention to micro-histories, to local characteristics of the 1970s’ Hungary, to record everyday peo-
ple and situations – “found subjects”, as it were – that are unrepeatable and still typical. In today’s terminol-
ogy it may be defined as an anthropologically oriented approach. His collections – succinct recordings of
quotidian city scenes, people hurrying to work or sitting in their favourite cafés – all provide individual “snap-
shots” of a world in which Kovásznai remained an outsider by choice. At the same time, his observations of
city life, capturing and recording the essence, continued to draw on the same avant-garde threads that he
picked up in the 1950s, evoking a necessity for the reconciliation of art and life as its catchphrase. This artis-
tic stance is due to the conviction that the 1960s would witness the new golden age of the avant-garde, with
the boundaries between art and life eventually dismantled, and the intellectual-political legacy of the early
twentieth century regenerated. Chroniclers of the post-1968 cultural and artistic movements in Western Eu-
rope, almost without exception, have interpreted the failure of this large-scale avant-garde endeavour to
change society through art, as a sort of “fissure” in Western art. As they have articulated it, not only did 1968
put an end to the possibility of merging art with everyday life, but it also terminated the utopian sentiment
underpinning these endeavours as well.21

18 The headquarters of the Hungarian
Advertising Agency, situated at Felsza -
badulás [Liberation] Square in down-
town Budapest. (Trans.’s note)
19 The city of Budapest actually consists
of two parts separated by the river
Danube: Buda and Pest. Buda, the hilly
Western side, has been traditionally a
home to rich people, while the Eastern,
Pest side is traditionally the poorer,
largely industrial part. (Trans.’s note)
20 György Kovásznai prepared this text
for the director of the Pannonia Film
Studio, Dr. György Matolcsy, before re-
alising his film Blossoming No. 3369. The
typescript was made available to me by
György Matolcsy.
21 Dietrich Scheunmann: From Collage to
the Multiple. On the Genealogy of Avant-
Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde (Amster-
dam–New York: Rodopi, 2005), 15–16.



“It is the idea that generates the style!”1

The period of the late 1960s and early 1970s witnessed seminal changes in Kovásznai’s milieu regarding their
attitude towards the arts and politics. 

What changes had occurred on the Western side of the Cold-War context? In the 1960s, the avant-garde
ideas of the early 20th century were revitalised; namely, its anti-traditionalism, its critique of institutionalised
and autonomous art as well as its central aim to reintegrate art and mundane life. These ideas became so pop-
ular that anti-tradition itself gradually became tradition.2 Art in general acquired a counter-cultural flavour in
the West, with art becoming the first and foremost means of criticism against social injustice, seen as alleged or
true, against the oppressive effect of media and mass media forums as well as against global politics. It is re-
markable that avant-garde culture, which had allegedly “exploited” social uncertainties, met with truly wide-
ranging acceptance, at least prior to 1968, almost exclusively in countries with democratic intellectual climates
and liberal thinking.

In the Western world of the post-1968 period, avant-garde itself became institutionalised and lost its re-
bellious–negativist mentality; counter-cultures were slowly disappearing, to transform into subcultures as-
suming a less obligatory role and devoid of a guilty or a crisis conscience mentality.3 Naturally, a few exceptions
can be found in this area as well, such as punk.

5.1. 
THE LATE SIXTIES

AND EARLY 
SEVENTIES AS AN

INTELLECTUAL 
TURNING POINT 
IN KOVÁSZNAI’S

ŒUVRE

1 György Kovásznai, “A filozófus Stein-
berg” [Steinberg the Philosopher],
Nagy világ, 7/1962, 1013–1015.
2 Andreas Huyssen, “The Search for
Tradition: Avant-Garde and Postmodern-
ism in the 1970s,” New German Critique,
No. 22. Special Issue on Mo dernism,
Winter 1981, 24.
3 Ádám Ignácz, “Meg nem történt láza-
dás. A hatvanas évek ellenmûvészetérôl
és avantgárd zenéjérôl” [A Rebellion
That Has Never Taken Place: On the
Anti-art and the Avant-garde Music of
the Sixties], A moderntôl a posztmodernig:
1968 – tanulmányok [From the Modern to
the Postmodern: 1968 – Essays], (Budapest:
Napvilág Publishing House, 2009), 128.

5.
1970–1979
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In the (Western) discourse of the early 1970s, voices diagnosing the mistakes and failures – or even the
death – of the avant-garde became stronger, which might also be telling of the fact that they began to regard
the nearly ten years preceding 1968, just a while later, as the second heroic period of the avant-garde, as a wor-
thy successor of the early anti-art familiar from the first decades of the twentieth century; i.e., as a period in
which avant-garde art and its goals were considered to be unavoidable and pivotal constituents.4

What had changed, then, on the Eastern side of the Cold-War context, first of all in Hungary?
Although the effects of the West European events of 1968 reverberated much later in Hungary than in

the West, the consequences of the Prague Spring were actually quite soon realised. It was not only the young
generation that cherished the hope that “socialism with a human face” will phase into a pluralistic democracy.5

The New Economic Mechanism, launched in the beginning of 1968, raised hopes in many for approaching re-
forms, but the suppression of the Polish and the Czech student rebellions made it obvious for most of the peo-
ple that instead of a genuine reform process, it could bring no more than minor deals between the population
and the political power. 

Kovásznai came to the same conclusion in this regard: “Kovásznai did not believe in the really existing
socialism; not even in the sixties.” In 1968 Kovásznai, too, realised that the often referenced “socialism with a
human face” would not be implemented in Hungary either. With the slow opening of the hermetically sealed
Eastern Bloc toward the West, Kovásznai’s attitude towards the inflowing Western pop culture became in-
creasingly critical. In the meantime, the private meeting places and reading circles that functioned in the six-
ties were gradually dissolving, so that Dr. Végh put an end to his reading events as well.

In this period, Kovásznai gradually disavowed his intimate relationship with the classical avant-garde.
There were other artists besides him in whose approach one may detect a shift away from the ideas, the for-
malism, and essentialism of the classical avant-garde in the direction of its deconstruction, toward the neo-
avant-garde, i.e., the postmodern. His concept of total cinema, for instance (see chapter 4) attests to an explicitly
post-essentialist approach: by discarding the contention that a given idea in art could only be expressed within
a given “pure” genre or medium, he simultaneously rejected the formalist aesthetics of the classical avant-
garde. It was also in this context that he elaborated the methodology of anima vérité by 1970, in which a hybrid
of live-action documentary film and the representation of reality through the vocabulary of visual art served
as a point of departure for filmmaking. While in the 1960s Kovásznai had aligned himself with modernist
keynotes, such as a progress towards socialism with a human face, essentialism, or the goals of the classical
avant-garde, by the beginning of the 1970s he found most of these principles indefensible and anachronistic.

It can be contended in general that within the Budapest artistic and intellectual circles, the “great change
of direction” from the classical avant-garde to the neo-avant-garde seems to have started around 1967. By 1970,
it was manifest in the form of an explicit demand for heterogeneity within individual art forms.

In the same period, in 1969, the Sociological Proclamation was born on the platform of the Béla Balázs
Film Studio (BBS), indicating a new orientation toward a documentary style and the imperative of a more dem-
ocratic access to filmmaking. The emerging Budapest film school, with its documentary style and experimen-
tation with the cinematic language, had a significant influence on Kovásznai’s work as well.

The ideas described above went through a process of germination in Kovásznai’s œuvre around 1970.
The most palpable evidence of this was that Kovásznai discontinued his collaboration with Dezsô Korniss, fol-
lowing their last collaborative film made in 1969. Moreover, even this film (From Dawn to Dusk / Something Dif-
ferent…) was primarily based on photo sequences and live-action film, with animation being mostly restricted
to the repetition of an overall graphic style (the title sequence and the montage). Upon his separation from Ko-
rniss, Kovásznai’s œuvre dispelled the range of values pertaining to the classical Hungarian avant-garde, as was
hallmarked by the European School.

4 Ibid.,124.
5 Ádám Tábor, “68 nyarán Prágában és
elôtte és utána” [In the Summer of ’68
in Prague, and Its Precursors and After-
math], Élet és Irodalom [Life and Litera-
ture], Vol. 52, Issue 33, 15 August 2008.

«
Cityscape, 1974, mixed technique on paper
(included in his film, Memory of the 
Summer of ’74, 1974), 30 x 43 cm, 
unsigned
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“Phrases such as `an unacknowledged genius´, 
`ignorance of the contemporaries´, `ahead of his time´, 
`belated´, `the grateful posterity´, etc., have become 
amusing commonplaces.” 

Kovásznai continued his activities in the field of the visual arts throughout the 1970s as well: he painted large-
sized canvases “set in” a private mythology, which were totally independent of his painting films, and which
he never exhibited; he also painted either in preparation for his films or created the pictures directly in front of
the camera, applying thick, superimposed layers of paint. Whether his paintings were made in order to focus
on the process or to record observations, or after the inspiration of a literary work, each has its autonomous vi-
sual vocabulary and each is remarkable in its own way. His paintings from the 1970s, just as his earlier works,
embrace diverse visual domains and stylistic elements. Kovásznai never identified himself with a single
painterly style, neither do his paintings contain consistently applied visual elements as some conceptual
through line. Instead, an incessantly strong presence is manifest in each of his works: an adamant attempt at
depicting a particular mood, the atmosphere of a given situation. For the most part, these relate to actual exis-
tential situations, and in terms of time and space, they are explicit and conscious reverberations of the reality
of the 1970s’ Budapest.

Kovásznai was an engaged and passionate partaker in and observer of Budapest’s life. Just as his
favoured, highly esteemed, and often cited writer Gyula Krúdy, he had insider knowledge of the small streets
of the city centre, along with all the stories linked to them, and he collected and recorded the secret stories of
cafés and pubs, inns and brothels, private and rental buildings.6

In addition to this type of paintings, he had a different body of work, depicting creatures and landscapes
verging on sci-fi scenes, with their disconcerting and fantastic vision generated by abstraction and figural rep-
resentation as well as homogeneous flat surfaces and palpable figures that seem to leap out of the canvas.

The paintings reproduced in this chapter are not included in his films; they are, nevertheless, closely re-
lated to the thematic and methodological orientation manifest in the films described later in this chapter. 

His view of the classical avant-garde, along with the tendencies of painting associated with it, is revealed
in an article he wrote on the occasion of an exhibition of works by Paul Klee, showcased at the Budapest Mû-
csarnok/Kunsthalle in 1977. Upon reading the excerpt below, taken from this review, one would rightly think
that it was largely in relation to himself that he addressed the painter’s situation; the only reservation being that
he made a sharp distinction between the drama that Klee experienced within the classical avant-garde, within
the modernist narrative, and his own problems related to artistic identity and self-positioning after the time of
modernism. The artist as philosopher, art as a heroic, romantic, and solitary adventure leading to irrationalism,
as well as the hope invested in discovering a third route, may also apply to Kovásznai’s artistic approach.

As is suggested by [Klee] in a lecture delivered on the occasion of his exhibition at Kunstverein, Jena, on 26 Janu-
ary 1924, the artist – perhaps totally unwittingly – is a philosopher. A few sentences later he adds: Is the artist, then, en-
gaged in microscopy? History? Palaeontology?

It is clear, thus, that Klee (whose point of departure in speaking of `the artist´ in general was naturally himself) em-
bodied countless personalities, attitudes, and essences that were all a part of him and acted through him. Paradoxically,
an attribute of his unique intellectual character is this very type of multifacetedness, whose individual physiognomies are
way too familiar and notable from history; it is only their strange unison, their `crystallisation´ within a single personal-
ity, that may appear foreign and mysterious. It is as if, wandering along the highways of time, renowned and celebrated
spirits, mythological types, fundamental human forms, and the whims of fate found an ultimate common shelter in this
very fragile figure, to be crammed, as it were, in a Noah’s ark, reincarnated in a period of West European history wherein
the hands of Spengler’s clock had moved beyond `twilight´, and just a while later, Heidegger’s clock already signalled the
`night´. 

In his venture to render the `invisible´ visible, Klee is reminiscent of a sort of Kant who, with an audacity verging
on humbug, is taking pains to peep into the world of the mysterious `Ding an Sich´, and who, by this very endeavour, si-
multaneously retreats into the dimension of the old, `grand fine arts´. 

What does it mean, after all, to render visible the intermediary state or the world beyond (heavens, hells, purgato-
ries, and godly miracles)?

6 In an interview with the author (June
2007) András Kisfaludy mentioned that
in the company of Kovásznai and Sán-
dor Juhász, the life and writings of
Gyula Krúdy were frequent topics of
discussion. They were especially inter-
ested in his stories set in Budapest, as
well as often citing them.

5.2. 
KOVÁSZNAI’S 

PAINTING IN 
THE SEVENTIES
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An Apocalyptic Landscape with a Yellow Horizon, 
ca. 1970, oil on canvas, 150 × 200 cm, unsigned
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The problem is the following: whereas universal faith and a kind of unimpaired anthropomorphism of motives un-
derpinned the religious insensibility of classical artworks, there was no underpinning in the insensibility of abstract art-
works, except for the confidence of a solitary artist. (Unless one regards the existentialist Nothing as an Archimedean
point.) Despite the presence of the most excellent theories, there is a sort of disconcerting uncertainty engulfing the ab-
stractions of fine art; the impossibility of `verification´ and control, or dissatisfaction and unhappiness, could never be com-
pletely eliminated, even though we are well aware of how much the most prominent abstract artists – including Klee –
craved for it. 

Phrases such as `an unacknowledged genius´, `ignorance of the contemporaries´, `ahead of his time´, `belated´, `the
grateful posterity´, etc., have become amusing commonplaces over time, so that they are indispensable points of reference
when approaching and valuating various œuvres. The heroes of the avant-garde nonetheless were still true heroes of this
tragedy. All of them came from the century of the great discoverers and inventors, wherein even the Impressionists, artists
as they were, led to victory more than one scientific theory of colours! And what else was the Bauhaus than the artists’ re-
sponse to electric lighting, the automobile, airplane, radio, and moving images? The great artists of the time, including
Klee, were driven by the noblest of all aims in flourishing Progress, Development, and Knowledge, to become the champi-
ons of a better and happier Life! How strange and distressing it is that this Vernian enthusiasm ultimately incited such
reactions in his homeland as `perverted´, `psychotic´, `infantile´, `degenerated´. […] Klee, at the same time, probes into that
pathetically theatrical, proclamatory, world-redeeming role which came into general use on the glamorous stage of avant-
gardism.7

The above article may throw some light on the reason why Kovásznai never became a so-called “signa-
ture artist”, with recurring stylistic qualities in each painting that would brandish a sort of a hallmark, the
token of definitive recognition. By that time, Kovásznai had ceased to invest faith either in the missionary zeal
of the classical avant-garde or in a certified artistic identity based on the repetition of painterly or graphic ele-
ments of style. He did not believe that such an approach would “verify” the coherency of his life’s work. 
A common trait of his paintings from the 1970s is a type of subjective documentary style, arising from his gift
of grasping the situations of the “here and now”. Being almost completely devoid of alienating gestures, his
paintings convey direct experiences. For him, immediate experience was always a pivotal point of departure
in the creative process, as is revealed in one of his articles: 

According to our understanding, the word `experience´ expresses a psychological situation whereby one suddenly
senses and comprehends something from the surrounding complicated world; a moment when you become overwhelmed
by emotion and feel that your life has not been spent in vain. Without experiences, human life is worth nothing; neither
without personal experiences nor, which is even more peculiar and superior, without social and societal experiences.8

Each of his paintings instantiates his full devotion to the present moment, along with a keen observation
of his environment: one is able to fully intuit the atmosphere depicted in his works, almost as if the world of
the 1970s’ Budapest were conjured up for us through a medium, whether it is the atmosphere of a café or the
feelings of people towards life while sitting on the steps of the wharf by the Danube.

7 György Kovásznai, “Fiziognómiai
kristályosodás. Gondolatok Paul Klee
Budapesti kiállításán” [Physiognomic
Crystallisation: Thoughts at Paul Klee’s
Exhibition in Budapest], Nagyvilág,
4/1977, 595–597.
8 György G. Kovásznai, “A mûvészet él-
ménye” [The Experience of Art], Re-
view of the 9th Hungarian Exhibition of
Fine Art, 1962, clipped article from an
unknown publication.
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The Danube Riverbank series, 1965–1974,
mixed technique on paper, 24 × 32 cm, 
unsigned
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Presso (Café) Series, ca. 1960-1971, 
watercolour, tempera, and pencil on paper, 
24 × 33 cm, inscribed on the cover of the
folder containing the series, “Presszó” [Café]

In 1971–72 Kovásznai made three films that were conspicuously different from his previous works.  What is gen-
erally accentuated in these pieces is a documentary representation of reality, an anthropologically oriented, metic-
ulous survey of actual everyday life, and a focus on the reproduction of the atmosphere of the “here and now”.

THE CITY THROUGH MY EYES (1971)

As compared to Kovásznai’s previous works, this film comes as a surprising change. Presenting the city of Bu-
dapest through the eyes of a film director, it is the fingerprint of a subjective experience. Following the title se-
quence comprised of animated line drawings of a Budapest panorama and the credits written in sloppy
handwriting – all silent, without music or noises – a live-action film footage begins abruptly, accompanied with
the soft chirping of birds, showing an early morning cityscape from the Buda hills in the direction of Pest. The
live-action film starts in the following manner, presenting a day’s life in the city of Budapest from early morn-
ing till late at night. On a slowly dawning horizon, the black silhouette of the city is unfolding at a leisurely pace
through the lyrical frames. The camera pans down from the Buda hills to the Danube bank, then slowly pans
around the emblematic forms of the Parliament and the Royal Palace of Buda. Following a sudden cut to, the
overcrowded Great Boulevard is shown, with the noises and the creaking traffic of the morning rush hour, peo-
ple jammed in trams, and passers-by swarming in a crowd that would surpass the one in New York’s Fifth Av-
enue. Suddenly, the interior of a surgery is made visible,9 with patients waiting for an X-ray examination,
followed by frames of Kovásznai’s paintings and an X-ray image of lungs, each appearing only for a moment,
as if it were a vision, or an impression. 

Then the Great Boulevard, the main thoroughfare of Budapest at the time, appears again. At this time,
the camera does not record an anonymous crowd but the faces of individual passers-by, lingering on each face
as long as the person passes past the camera, before it would turn to the next face. Noticing that they are being
filmed, many people start interacting with the camera, reacting with a hidden smile, or with a blush, like the
young woman captured immediately after a kiss. This footage is cross-cut with frames of Kovásznai’s paint-
ings of fictitious faces: abstracted portraits modelled with expressive, strong brushstrokes, which are sugges-
tive of Kovásznai’s existing stylistic bonds to the European School. This solution calls to mind his essay on
total cinema, with its aim being to fully exploit the totality of filmic vocabulary though the hybrid of live-ac-
tion film and animated cartoon. At the same time, it also introduces the documentary tradition of cinéma vérité
into the close-ups that evince interactions between the camera and the person being filmed. In more than one
respect, it can be compared to Tibor Hajas’ film entitled Self Fashion Show, made five years later. What is most

5.3. 
WORKS 
SIGNALLING 
A CHANGE 
IN KOVÁSZNAI’S 
ATTITUDE 
IN THE EARLY 
SEVENTIES

9 The scene must have been inspired by
Dr. László Végh’s radiologist practice.
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important perhaps for the contemporary viewer, that it grasps the atmosphere, the genius loci of the era. In
doing this, it owes a lot to the music played by the KEX band. The participation of the band’s front man, János
Baksa-Soós, a legendary artist of the time, counts as a true specialty. Singer and lyricist Baksa-Soós turned every
concert of the band into a performance, whether it was held at the spacious and fashionable Budapest Youth
Park or at a small community house. He was admired by members of the subculture, even though there were
perhaps only a handful of people who understood his music, and especially his lyrics. In this film, too, the first
song lyrics is without a lucid and explicit message. The film attests to a fruitful meeting of Baksa-Soós’ im-
provisational style, his unique interdisciplinary performing skills, and Kovásznai’s freely soaring creative at-
titude. One might presume that the two artists would have continued to collaborate, had not the KEX band
dismembered shortly after this film had been shot: Baksa-Soós, the front man and singer of the band, was forced
to immigrate to West Germany in 1971, after constant harassment of the police agents tapping his phone and
keeping him under surveillance.

“There was a fabulous band during the dictatorship, who had no fear of crashing into the wall, clashing
with the power of the time, and who freely spoke their mind. In this sense, it was an unprecedented and unique
band; because no main-stream band ventured that far, out of fear of risking their subsistence and position. As
opposed to them, the Kex wanted none of these. Neither did they follow the Hungarian examples or the in-
ternational models. Theirs was a totally independent way, both in terms of their music and their lyrics. The Kex
was the most avant-garde band,”10 as András Kisfaludy, the KEX’s one-time drummer stated in an interview.
Kisfaludy also often worked as a member of Kovásznai’s film crew. The fact that the KEX was commissioned
to make the film’s music is a significant momentum that needs to be highlighted. This band created a body of
subcultural productions, while being held in disfavour by the authorities and just balancing on the verge of that
which they “tolerated”: their hidden messages, their incalculable and nonconformist individualist perform-
ances and, from a political viewpoint, their leftist criticism of the system (considering, e.g., their adaptations
of “the proletarian poet” Attila József’s verses to music) were all a thorn in the eyes of the authorities. It would
only be proper to attribute this film to a subculture that understood the social structure and history of the cap-
ital city: it is by no coincidence that melancholic music and film sequences alternate with dramatic and light-
heartedly happy footage. Different moods are evoked through the Buda hills at daybreak, the Great Boulevard
in the morning, the Podmaniczky Street with its immense chimney, the Western Railway Station with its rat-
tling trains and noises, or the downtown rental buildings by the bank of the Danube. 

«
Presso (Café) Series, ca. 1960-1974 
mixed technique on paper, 
24 x 32 cm, unsigned

Still from the film, The City through 
My Eyes, 1971

10 “The Ministry of the Interior had no
idea of what to do with the KEX band.
András Kisfaludy in Quart,”
http://quart.hu/cikk.php?id=3797.
(Quart is an online Hungarian music
portal): Downloaded on 4 January 2010.
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In the following film footage, another KEX tune is audible, which is more melancholic and emotional than
the previous one. The subjective point of view is perhaps made to be the most manifest in this part of the film,
owing to the fact that every shot of the river bank of the Danube was recorded from the windows of a differ-
ent private apartment. While the tenants remain anonymous silhouettes, the apartments are seen as simple re-
ceptacles allowing for a panorama. The camera lingers on each of the bridges, Kovásznai’s preferred
architectural objects, which he also treated with special favour in his earlier films, e.g., in Diary. The afternoon
wears on over the film footage of the Danube, giving way to twilight sequences as well as to Kovásznai’s
aquarelles depicting the bridges, accompanied by melancholic and emotionally charged music. It is worth not-
ing that the drawings of the bridges themselves are made to appear in a calculated way in relation to each
other, rather than randomly: the silhouette of a female figure is placed in the foreground of each drawn or
painted image of a bridge, as if musing on the view. This contemplating figure evokes the animated collage films
Kovásznai made with the paper cut-out technique in collaboration with Dezsô Korniss. The concluding footage
shows the river bank of the Danube in the evening, followed by the night view of the boulevard, to end with
the fireworks during the traditional August 20th celebrations, sparkling on the Buda side. The footage of the
fireworks metamorphoses into an abstract play of lights, into a kind of light painting. Meanwhile, the music
accompanying the slow-paced footage of the abating shafts of light gives way to the subdued sound of explo-
sions, drawing an end to one day in the life of Budapest.

The film attempts to combine the documentary recording of events and situations pertaining to live-ac-
tion films, while the paintings are depictions of a more general mood and phenomena. It surveys a special,
temporary state of affairs in downtown Budapest: a momentary state, a quotidian day, which is prone to van-
ish without leaving a trace.

One cannot find many Hungarian short films dealing with life in the capital city, especially in such a
contemporary context. There are, however, a few films produced at BBS, which are worth mentioning as par-
allels. An early example is Kati Macskássy’s How would it be in Budapest if… (1970) an animation film, cross-cut
with sequences of photographs and short live-action footage. Later examples are Ferenc Cakó’s Chair, a film
merging object animation and live-action film footage from 1974, and Elemér Ragályi’s short film, New Year’s
Eve, from the same year. In this context, mention should be made of János Sugár’s work entitled Persian Walk,
from 1985, and András Mész–Peter Hutton’s short film, Reminiscences of a City, made in the same year.

«
Stills from the film, The City through 
My Eyes, 1971

Still from the film, The City through 
My Eyes, 1971
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BLOSSOMING  NO. 3369 (1971)

Relatively ample information is available on the professional background of this film, since an explanatory text
was left behind, which was made for the Pannonia Film Studio for indoor use (The Work Method for the Realisa-
tion of “Blossoming”) as well as quite a lot of paintings, sketches of figures, and backgrounds remained that
were part of the film. 

The first thing that needs to be mentioned before discussing Blossoming is that this film embodies the
practical implementation of Kovásznai’s theoretical essays on total cinema and anima vérité in a comprehensive
manner. This is the conceived hybrid that also laid the foundation for The City through My Eyes, as well as for
subsequent films with a documentary style, such as Nights in the Boulevard, Memory of the Summer of ’74, Repor-
trait, or even Bubble Bath. Basically, it can be regarded as a documentary film, since it was based on live char-
acters and real locations; the situation itself, the story, was also inspired by real life in the form of an actual
advertisement that was animated. As Kovásznai put it, visualising the people who place marriage ads in pa-
pers is in fact nothing other but depriving them of their incognitos, peeping into the reality behind the code-
words they use. This, however, can only be done in a tactful manner through the vocabulary of animation. In
his essay, Kovásznai referred to the fact that his aim with the film was “to depict the sociographic nature of the
matter, within a subjective, artistic sphere”.

In the essay entitled The Work Method for the Realisation of “Blossoming” (its full text can be found at the
end of chapter 4) a reference is made to an original screenplay comprising seven such stories, all based on in-
dividual “found” marriage ads; the screenplay was supposed to end with the seventh story, where the person
placing the ad would have found her spouse. 

Being familiar with the essay, it is not surprising that the original goal proved to be unattainable within
the confines of a short film whose work method was based on a meticulous artistic depiction of the drawn
models and reality. As it turned out, this method resulted in such an abundance of preparatory materials in the
case of the first story that it alone resulted in a 18,5-minute-long film. Being aware of the fact that the maximum
length of short animations is 20 minutes, and the majority of them are usually kept shorter than that, the di-
rector decided to make a film based on this single episode, evoking a genuine metropolitan story from the year
of 1971, which effectively focused on gender issues.

The film starts with an excellent piece of graphic art by István Bányai: a drawn hand, scanning through
marriage ads, is drawing a hand, which then screws the emblem of the Pannonia Film Studio (a light bulb)
into a cloud, which provides electricity, causing the light bulb to flash. It is a symbolic start: a virtuosic work
of graphic art, which is made even more original by the sitar solo. 

Immediately preceding the title sequence, alternating images of downtown Budapest appear, created by
various artists of the film crew in various styles; from among these, the sign-like figures of traffic trotting along
the downtown are certainly Kovásznai’s creations. In the background of the title sequence – which was realised
through the application of a powerful calligraphic style – there are photographic sequences of the model of the
main character, played by Judit Ésik, shown in an old staircase. This photographic sequence is finally cross-cut
with the footage of drawing animation, while the rhythm of the music becomes faster: a typical downtown
tenement house is animated here with its circular side corridors as well as one of its flats with its typical fur-
nishings. The viewer may gain a perfect insight into each phase of the work process as it is explicated in the
essay in question: the countless studies of interiors and rooms made by an indefatigable crew modelling real-
ity, resulting in an eclectic combination of furniture and objects, old and new, which were used in 1971.

Only after the viewer has been appropriately – even perhaps way too thoroughly – immersed in the at-
mosphere pertaining to the era through its music (Crosby, Illés, Lokomotív GT) as well as through the seem-
ingly listless movements of the girl preparing to draft the marriage ad, does the music finally change (Delibes:
Coppélia, Rossini: The Thieving Magpie, overture11). Now the girl’s voice becomes audible as she awkwardly starts
wording the advertisement: “Pleasant-looking, ha-ha-ha, with a high school diploma, cheerful, brown-eyed…,”
to be followed by her restless movements: a futile attempt at hanging a picture on the wall. Then, in the midst
of a sentimental music, she continues: “A girl longing for love seeks a young, suitable man, with a possibility
of marriage, Code-word: Blossoming.” Here, painted love symbols appear, with a recurring waltz tune fol-
lowed by the punch line of the ad: “…a furnished tenement flat is provided”.

Instead of a happy ending, however, images of the girl’s tenement flat can be seen, sublimating into a
dreamy vision.

11 The music inserts were identified by
Dr. László Végh in the spring of 2009,
on the author’s request.
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Frames from the film made about the
work process of the animation film crew of
Blossoming No. 3369. The film was shot by
Dr. László Végh on N8 ORWO 27 material,
in 1971, in György Kovásznai’s house at the
Farkasrét district of Budapest. The frames
show György Kovásznai and Elek Lisziák
while working.
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Pictures and studies for the film, Blossoming 
No. 3369, 1971, watercolour and ink on paper, 
36 × 51 cm, unsigned
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Pictures and studies for the film, Blossoming
No. 3369, 1971, watercolour and ink on paper, 
36 × 51 cm, unsigned
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Pictures and studies for the film, 
Blossoming No. 3369, 1971, watercolour
and ink on paper, 36 × 51 cm, unsigned
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This short little story with the text of the advertisement raises an array of questions related to social is-
sues and problems of the era: How could a single woman living alone in downtown Budapest find a partner
in 1971? Who were the singles of the time? From what age was somebody considered a spinster? Why did she
choose to place a marriage ad? Why was it so difficult to word such an ad? What expectations did she have to
fulfil when wording the ad? What could she say about herself, and to which extent did she have to appear
modest? And finally: what meaning could the concluding passage of the advertisement convey back in 1971?
And what could a contemporary viewer understand from such a collection of strict social agendas? Is it at all
possible to understand without any explanation the “rules of the game” that applied to those who were seek-
ing a partner at the time? Can anyone today grasp what it meant for a young person to live as a tenant in a
downtown flat at the time, without having to share it with subtenants? 

And what could an attentive viewer think of the position taken by the film crew regarding this central
gender issue? The presentation of the girl’s character may rightly seem to be rather sexist; to a degree that one
cannot help imagining the company of male filmmakers bursting into laughter upon hearing the concluding
passage of the advertisement. Such a reaction is not at all unfounded; no matter how much attention Kovász-
nai paid to the representation of female characters and personalities, he actually showed a sign of male chau-
vinism by the way he chose to portray women in this film. Moreover, let us once again consider the way he
portrayed his female character in Hamlet, or the daydreaming female figure in From Dawn to Dusk. In this case,
the female figure is presented as yet another conformist; there is nothing heroic about her; her kind entertain-
ing character is dominated by the will to be in conformity with her environment and a desire to please. For that
matter, according to his friends’ reminiscences, Kovásznai understood the world of women quite well.

The rather eclectic visual world presented in the film is due to the fact that the crew, comprised of graphic
artists and painters working in different styles, depicted the given model with the most diverse colours, tones,
and techniques during the “short and long sittings”. This becomes most conspicuous in the sequence includ-

Film still from Blossoming No. 3369, 
1971
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ing alternating images of the apartment. As opposed to such eclecticism, the constantly transforming and dy-
namic figure of the woman is quite unified, whose drafts were made by Kovásznai himself. The masterful de-
piction of the female figure’s suggestive and expressive facial and body movements is what makes these images
come closest to life. The film has scarcely been screened; only a few people have seen it even from among the
professionals of cinematography; it has remained without any response and won no prizes.

NIGHTS IN THE BOULEVARD (1972)

“Budapest! This is where I lived! Among spirits! Filled with spirit! Full of bodies! Coffeehouses! Intoxication!
Wondrous nights falling in flares!” The film starts with this quotation from Kornél Esti, Dezsô Kosztolányi’s se-
ries of short stories; and it might as well be the overall motto for the entire filmmaking team. Kovásznai and
his crewmembers followed the methodology described earlier in this book in connection with Blossoming:

It is clear that in our case, we must concentrate on the human figures we have chosen as our characters, rendering
their portraits, lives, and environments as true to life as possible. Even though we model after nature, our aim is not its
photographic–naturalistic representation, but rather a realistic grasp and experiential rendering of the essence. By getting
to know our models more closely, we are able to bring them closer to the viewer during the two minutes that we devote to
each of them; i.e., we are able to typify them in a realistic manner so that the crystallised graphic forms, lines, tones, and
colour effects, both separately and in combination, appear instantly familiar to the viewer, but also potentiating a new dis-
covery as well.

The film clearly demonstrates that it was made in the spirit of all that Kovásznai had articulated in his
preparatory text about the realisation of his film made a year earlier.

The image material was prepared by crewmembers sitting about and making drawings in cafés along Bu-
dapest’s Great Boulevard – the Luxor, the New York, and the Baross cafés. The images were made in the style
of a documentary film, yet not lacking elements of caricature, which is also accentuated by the recorded audio
material. Whereas the conversations and music recordings were made by following the prerequisites for a doc-
umentary film, the role played by the poet (Kosztolányi’s spirit) endows the film’s fundamentally realistic char-
acter with a fictitious lyrical dimension. 

Pictures for the film, Nights in the 
Boulevard, 1972, watercolour and pencil 
on paper, dimensions variable, 
unsigned

Pictures for the film, Nights in the 
Boulevard, 1972, watercolour and pencil 
on paper, 36 × 51 cm
(pp. 186–187)
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Pictures for the film, Nights in the 
Boulevard, 1972, watercolour and pencil 
on paper, 36 × 51 cm, 
unsigned (pp.188-189)

The film’s structure is based on alternating cross-cuts of recorded snippets of conversation, snatches of
typical bar music, and background noises of cafés (or “pressos”, as they were called at the time), imitating, as
it were, the mixture of impressions an observer would gather by walking or looking around in a café. The snip-
pets of dialogues themselves capture the characteristic topics of the social conversations of the time; such top-
ics that point out, e.g., the generational differences early on in the film:

Old man: “I prefer listening to Mozart, Beethoven, Haydn, Bach, and such old things.” Immediately after
this, a lulling, nostalgic popular song of the time can be heard (sung by Pál Szécsi: “Do you still love starry
nights? Do you still look for our star? Do you still love Bossa Nova, when the guitar sings softly?”) In the mean-
time, remarks by younger and older men can be heard during or prior to their rendezvous. It is followed by a
quite typical fragment capturing the free-time activities of the character referred to in the screenplay as the
“Square-Headed”: “When I have time. Not like now, because right now I have absolutely no time, but when I
have time, I go to the cinema, or er… to theatre, or perhaps er, if it comes to sports, then let’s say football, def-
initely football. Of course, I’m interested in the rest, but this is what comes first.” The boy (Balázs) and the girl’s
(Jutka) small talk is interrupted by the Poet, who appeared earlier in the film (and whose figure was modelled
after Lexy, i.e., Elek Lisziák12), and who is looking for the head of a journal’s Poetry Section: Poet: “Do you get
it? …Poetry! Mr. Csikós!” To which Balázs replies: “I don’t know. Really… I don’t read poems.” Poet: “You see?
And I bothered to write that wreath of sonnets!” Amidst the snippets of conversations, this is a pre-planned,
symbolic dialogue, in which two types of world-interpretations clash: materialist realism and lyrical fiction.
Upon their encounter, it becomes clear that even though they share the same space and time, they have no
points of intersection, neither in their lives nor in their perception of reality. Following a short footage captur-
ing the intoxicated atmosphere of a café at night, the film concludes with shots of the Great Boulevard at night,
with the familiar tram, the neon signs advertising the well-known “brands” of the era, while the refrain of the
General band’s hit of the time, Alone, is audible. (“I must tell you something, I have to admit one thing, I can’t
live alone for a day.”) 

The visual scope of the film, similarly to that of Blossoming No. 3369, is rather eclectic, which is again due
to the fact that the drawings were made by a team of several members applying different styles to depict the
backgrounds of the café scenes. The characters were drawn by Kovásznai. 

The subject naturally lent itself to the film, since cafés were preferred meeting points of the Budapest in-
tellectuals, including Kovásznai and his circle of friends. Kovásznai’s film is an almost solitary venture in the
history of Hungarian cinema, considering the way it chooses to pay tribute to a social space emblematic of the
era, by grasping its typical atmosphere, and at the same time pinpointing its essential contradictions (e.g., soar-
ing poetry versus everyday materialism, or the gap between the younger and the elder generations). It repre-
sents an actual dichotomy: whereas from the 1960s on, artists and authors socialised and even worked in cafés,
there was not a single feature film in that period that would have authentically presented the world of cafés as
a preferred meeting place of the era’s intelligentsia. From this period, what could come closest to this film was
the thoroughly planned scenes set in cafés in Miklós Jancsó’s Cantata (1964), István Szabó’s Variations on a Theme
(1961), and quite a few years later, Róbert Bán’s Maiden Faces in the Mirror (1972).  The one thing that can surely
be contended is that Kovásznai’s Nights in the Boulevard is the most succinct filmic treatment of this subject.

12 Elek Lisziák worked in Kovásznai’s
film crew as a painter, graphic artist,
and animator, but later he too directed
animation films. He was one of Kovász-
nai’s good friends, working with him
until his death.
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5.4. 
STOP-MOTION 

PAINTING FILMS 
IN THE SEVENTIES

13 László Bernát, “A 74-es nyár emléke”
[Memory of the Summer of ’74], Esti
Hírlap, 18 October 1974.

MEMORY OF THE SUMMER OF ‘74 (1974)

Laden with the same strive for a documentary style and atmospheric effect in the vein of the films described ear-
lier, Memory of the Summer of ‘74 is nonetheless more subjective, more strongly appealing to the emotions. As the
author mentioned in an interview,13 he considered Blossoming as an antecedent to this film. Kovásznai recurs here
to the technique of stop-motion painting film, which brought him success in 1965 with his Metamorphoses. The
virtuosity of the painting technique, the expressive brushstrokes, and the succinct, compact painting style en-
dows the image sequences with a sweeping energy. The individual scenes were painted in a spontaneous man-
ner, with certain details being subsequently cell-animated. Unlike in traditional animated cartoons, he re-painted
the cells below the film camera that was set to shoot the individual frames, thus creating the sense of movement
and transformation. He painted fifty-six watercolour sheets, over which the cells were moved and re-painted.
The preserved original group of aquarelles is one of his most masterly works in his painterly opus. The film is
a subjective interpretation of the everyday life of the 1970s’ Budapest in a style of an expressive painting film,
depicting the city’s atmosphere and its overall spirit of life in the summer of 1974. It is an intriguing mixture of
popular culture (music) and high art (composition of images) in ten minutes. Starting with Gábor Presser’s song
beginning like “Where are you? Where are you?” the title sequence appears, to give way to a conspicuous,
colourfully flashing car moving along in the downtown. Without any logical connection, the car is made to trans-
form into a ship, then into a tank, to end its fate as a victim of a huge crash – and this is not the first and last sur-
realistically transforming object in the film. Through images of trains and trams rushing by, images of the river
bank of the Danube and the bridges, with vibrating young female figures, peacefully angling men, and sparkling
sunshine, images of life from the centre of Buda and its neighbourhood, dancers in the Youth Park, and bathers
at the lido of Margaret Island, it depicts an incessantly moving and swarming city, emanating an exhilarating at-
mosphere, accompanied by a mixture of pop hits of the time. In fact, the music is not a mere accompaniment,
knowing that Kovásznai improvised the paintings with his brush to the music. He was not interested in telling
a story; actually, there is no linear narrative other than different summer scenes from the city he felt worthwhile
to depict. The structure of the film is defined by the movements and transformations of the paintings to the
rhythm of the music, generating a fundamentally audiovisual sensory experience. But did this really speak to
the audiences of the time? Were they not searching for a narrative in it? Regrettably, this film, too, received hardly
any response, as it was screened only at a few venues. From among the rare responses, the following is an ex-
ample of a negative review, judging the film for its lack of an anatomically precise realism:

“The most unique form of animated cartoons: artistic creation in front of the camera. This is what György
Kovásznai does, who is gradually inventing a new sub-genre through his art. In Memory of the Summer of ’74,
he brings to life, in front of our eyes, teenagers loafing about on vacation, taking trips, and having fun. The title
is misleading: nostalgia, in this case, is out of the question. The film is not an act of reminiscing. Kovásznai’s
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14 József Vadas, “Rajzolt film” [A Drawn
Film], Élet és Irodalom, 31 May 1975.
15 Kovásznai ca.1976

very style is like that of a teenager: clumsy and unruly. He squeezes soft paint from the tube almost directly onto
the lens of the camera – more specifically, onto a sheet of glass placed in front of it. To a fast rhythm, in the ec-
stasy of beat music, like a medium in trance, he paints newer and newer scenes that constantly metamorphose
– on travelling, dance, and love. Such directness, such a sight-specific report, is quite pleasing. But the reporter
is foul-mouthed, uses bad sentences, and has a sloppy style while struggling with mixed metaphors. To use a
figurative simile, there are a lot of drawing, anatomical, and structural mistakes in Kovásznai’s paintings.”14

Kovásznai’s incessant attention to the everyday world, and keen observation of the tiniest of details in urban
life, has been noted in connection with his three earlier films. Two years after he had finished this film, in his
essay entitled Self-Interview, he questioned himself about the nature of this anthropological openness:

“So you’re urban-minded, aren’t you?”
“I don’t get the meaning of urban or rural. Hardly anyone has composed a more `urban´ piece of music than the

greatest of our composers, Béla Bartók, in The Miraculous Mandarin; unless we also include here Gershwin’s An Amer-
ican in Paris, although, he belongs to a quite different category. I am half lowlander and half Transylvanian, but it has
never occurred to me to profit from my origins by constructing a private mythology; even though Sándor Kovásznai was
an 18th-century ancestor of mine, whose translations of verses by Janus Pannonius and other works have just been recently
published in a volume. Still, I believe that there’s no use making a big deal of our ancestors and origins. Oftentimes, when
I listen to pop music for example, I almost feel touched by the simplicity of this metropolitan suslik-existence, by the every-
day nature of its poetry. Then I feel the modest enjoyment of life, the banality and defencelessness of housing projects,
buses, groceries, and in the end – of course, as a matter of curiosity – I even like kitsch.”15
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LIGHT AND SHADOW (1970), WAVELENGTHS (1972)

These two films are definitely worth comparing, by explicating the parallels between them, as both are based
on the same principle. Light and Shadow is a short film, in which spontaneous line drawings are made to follow
a musical improvisation, while Wavelengths improvises paintings on randomly compiled radio broadcasts. The
improvisation in both cases might be regarded as a trail of the ongoing semiotic discourse of the time in ex-
perimental film, as far as it deconstructs the audio and visual languages that are traditionally used in anima-
tion into their elements, and by rendering such a dismantled state palpable, it constructs a new filmic structure
that is not based on a narrative. The film was made on the basis of Elemér Hankiss’ concept, who wrote its
script as well. 

Light and Shadow starts with an introductory text: “In this film a sentence is made to unwind through the
use of a moving drawing and a human voice, based on the arbitrary style of the director and drawing artist,
from the primitive beginning to its end form. 

The source of the implemented sentence is a line of poetry by Miklós Radnóti: “As lovely as the light and
as lovely as the shadow…”

The voice of singer Erika Sziklay can be heard improvising a song; by evoking sounds and rhythms
through syllables and sentence fragments, she articulates the full quotation serving as the overall motto of the
film. This type of semiotic evolutionary history makes the deconstructed world of drawings unravel simulta-
neously by its side, until a complete realistic female portrait is made to appear in front of a landscape at the end
of the film. 

The rhythm and dynamics of the process is provided by an improvisational drum solo by András
Kisfaludy, to which the black lines on a white background move, generating abstract and figural images: man-
ifestations of light and shadow. As compared to Memory of the Summer of ’74, this film demands a more inten-
sive intellectual effort on the viewer’s part, constructing, as it does, the full final sequence of images and sounds
through a multitude of literary and cultural references. 

The film is nevertheless captivating for the eye as well, owing to its compelling drawing technique and
the brilliant movements of black-and-white line drawings. 

A contemporaneous review of the film introduces Light and Shadow as a “respectable artwork”, even
though it criticises it on formalist grounds.

“By quoting two lines of poetry by Miklós Radnóti and using it as a motto, the film strives to conjure the
birth of an artistic thought, along with an array of possible associations, by means of graphic art. It is with a

(Cell) drawings for the film, Light and
Shadow, 1970, felt-tip pen, tracing paper,
26 × 36 cm, unsigned
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unique assurance of form that György Kovásznai makes the lines move so that the confluence of forms gener-
ates the overall idea; however, he is at times carried away by his own self-assured virtuosity. Oftentimes, he is
centred on his innovative formal solutions to such an extent that one is tempted to believe that he did not seek
to find a means that would adequately express the poetic idea, but that actually he had the attractive forms in
mind and looked for a thought that he could read onto them. What further stipulates such an impression is the
fact that some footages are way longer than necessary; so that the effort to exploit all the potentials inherent in
the confluence of forms resulted in losing their effect, and became incapable of holding the attention of the au-
dience to the extent his artistic qualities would deserve. Despite the above listed faults, this new piece by György
Kovásznai is a respectable artwork, which has represented our homeland at several international festivals in a
worthy manner.”16

Wavelengths is a uniquely painted film, in which several sequences of images can be recognised that were in-
cluded in the line drawing version in Light and Shadow. From this aspect, it could be discussed as an act of “re-
cycling”. Both works are suffused with an impressive explorative power. Both films are imbued with spontaneity,
wonder at unexpected surreal combinations of images, and the delight of the drawing or painting process, while
they are built on strongly conceptual foundations. This foundation is fairly close to the ongoing contemporane-
ous discourse within the groves of filmmakers, which was termed within the Béla Balázs Studio by Gábor Bódy
and his colleagues as the “renewal of the filmic language”. It is essentially rooted in semiotic, structuralist the-
ories: dismantling the visual potentials of the film, while showing them in various, thus far unknown or
unutilised relations. The same happens in this film as well: the painted, re-painted or montaged details evoke
astonishing associations as they are juxtaposed with unexpected sounds and effects from a radio soundscape. 

With its unprecedented painting technique, this film is a milestone in the history of Hungarian and in-
ternational animation and painting, just as his 1964 Metamorphoses. The paintings are both pictures and objects,
all at once, as the materiality and spatiality of the paint is rendered perceptible by Kovásznai’s moulding and
moving the unusually thick layers of paint with a brush or palette knife. It might as well be termed conceptual
painting, as the painted compositions disappear under the camera to transform into another one, superseding
and replacing one another until everything is turned into a dark mass. This film again instantiates Kovásznai’s
primary role as a painter throughout his filmic œuvre: his films are readily imbued with his virtuosic painterly
skills and wide-ranging repertoire of styles and techniques of painting. 

Just as in the case of Light and Shadow, the viewer is offered a textual introduction, a sort of manual, to
this film as well: “While we are moving the knob of the radio tuner, we are overwhelmed by the cascade of

16 Film, Színház Muzsika [Film, Theatre,
Music weekly magazine], September
1971.

Film still from Wavelengths, 1971
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sound impressions reaching us through the ether. These impulses are random and fragmentary, yet they re-
sound with the characteristic swarming and pulsation of the modern human world. The creators of this film
follow the wavelengths through the vehicles of a painterly vision as a subjective experience.”

It is worth observing the nature of these “random and fragmentary impulses”. In the title sequence, a fa-
miliar tune of an old radio hit is being heard; then, the excited voice of a football match commentator is replaced
by a dynamic jazz improvisation; a weather report; a line from Hamlet; a classical music insert; to be followed
by announcers of English, German, and French radios in succession; a report on an act of terrorism in Lebanon;
an insert in the English language; the melancholic tune of the song, Gloomy Sunday, to be immediately followed
by an aria from Don Giovanni; an excerpt from a poem; Hungarian pop hits of the time; Beatles; Hungarian folk
music from the usual lunch-time program; then finally only snippets of words can be heard, to end with an-
other poetry excerpt from Árpád Tóth’s verse: From Soul to Soul. The latter is the title of the poem that was
quoted earlier in the film:17

I stand beside my window in the night
and through its gulfs, immeasurably far,
there gathers to my eye a quivering light,  
the gentle radiance of a far-off star.

A billion miles or more it came to me
across the chill, black darknesses of space.
Thousands of years it sped untiringly
with none to rack off its celestial race.

Its heavenly message has arrived at last,
safe in my sight from wandering though the skies,
and dies content when I upon it cast
the coffin-cover of my weary eyes.18

This poem may be regarded as the quintessence of Kovásznai’s message, revealing a crucial attitude to him: hu-
manism, which crosses over above the Cold-War zones, and which signifies contemporaneity, implying that no
matter where humans live, they all belong to a common greater culture during the course of their short lives.
Contemporary culture is interpreted in broad terms in this film, while it attempts to alternate the imprints of
high culture with pop culture, and even with the auditory traces of folk music. Kovásznai’s perception of cul-
ture was not at all usual amongst his contemporaries: practitioners both in the field of animation and in the vi-
sual arts mostly made either-or decisions, so that they were engaged either with popular or high culture. With
such an approach, Kovásznai seems to have tapped into the contemporaneous Western discourse centred on
the problematic of high versus low, which already at that time propounded the impossibility of making eval-

Film stills from Wavelengths, 1971

17 Árpád, Tóth (1886–1928) was a major
Hungarian lyric poet and translator.
18 Translated by Watson Kirkconnell, In
Quest of the `Miracle Stag´: The Poetry of
Hungary. Adam Makkai (ed). (Chicago–
Budapest: Atlantis-Centaur–Framo
Publishing–Tertia, 2000), 610.
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uative distinction between the productions of high and popular
culture, since they had gradually become inseparable. This is the
very approach that is generally missing from the Hungarian artis-
tic production during the decades of socialism: artistic reflections
on popular culture can scarcely be detected in that period. 

Kovásznai was harshly criticised in public by a fellow film
director for re-utilising essential elements from his earlier film,
Light and Shadow, in Wavelengths. Being an autotelic and unhin-
dered artist, it was not at all uncommon that his colleagues at Pan-
nonia were envious of him or denigrated him behind his back, but
rarely did they share their thoughts publicly. In reply to the above
criticism, he wrote My Excuses, a text describing his position re-
garding the potentials of the animation genre and the background
of his decisions made while making the film:

MY EXCUSES 
Tamás Szabó Sipos, who is just as well versed in the history of art as my-
self, and who is surely just as fascinated with the double version of
Goya’s Maya, Bach’s infinite variations on a single theme, the recur-
ring mandolins of the cubists, or Picasso’s painting variations of identi-
cal drawings – to put it short, my friend and colleague Tamás Szabó
Sipos publicly stated, including the ministry, the press, and our film di-
rectors, that with my most recent painting film `I wanted to kill two
birds with one stone´, as I based it on the drawing material of my earlier
graphic film. I should not even attempt to react to this criticism; never-
theless, I wish to say that this has been one of my most demanding films
in terms of artistic input, regardless of the already existing drawings.
Those who saw me making this film may bear witness to it. And even
though I am not a Goya, I nonetheless may have paragons.

Heated and categorical objections have been put forward con-
cerning my film. I am not dwelling on the reason for such vehemence.
However, I am very much surprised about the definitiveness of these cat-
egorical statements. To the best of my knowledge, the genre is undergo-
ing a process of transformation at this very moment; thus, it may hardly
have any set canon, unless I proclaim the empty glamour, pseudo-phi-
losophy, and pseudo-babble of the Yellow Submarine the canon. 

I envy and respect my colleagues who possess definitive com-
passes, but as for me, I believe that while we necessarily have to be fully
aware of our personal philosophy and world-view, the creation of concrete
art forms and a theory of harmony – after Walt Disney, McLaren, and
Lenica – has become again highly topical. Our genre is back at the same place, of course on a higher level, where it used to
be prior to the Macskássys’ Duel.19

By no means does the above said entail of course that I could make my experiments without being fully conscious.
Regarding the message, content, and the spirit of Wavelengths, it tries to reach out to its future audiences through highly
developed reflexes: on the waves of the radio programmes, spending exactly the amount of time with them in which the tun-
ing knob surfs through all the wavelengths. Thus, the auditory realm of the film itself provides a significant point of ref-
erence for viewers of all ages and genders. It applies a single artifice: it renders this rather dull and mundane radio material
visual, colourful, extraordinary, and passionate – as if someone adamantly attempted to connect to the deluge of events,
with or without success. By the end of the film, something soft-spoken, personal, and understanding, is evoked in order
to flash through this fragmentariness: a few random, isolated words become juxtaposed: `we have broadcasted´… `from
soul´… `to soul´…

Perhaps this work of mine is still too close to me in time, so that this is the reason why I have not managed to find
out what exactly could have aroused such irritation in this eight-minute long material.20

19 Duel [Párbaj] was made in 1961 in col-
laboration by Gyula Macskássy and
György Várnai, and received the Jury
Prize for the Best Short Film at the 1961
Cannes Film Festival (Trans.’s note).
20 Kovásznai’s text, My Excuses (1972)
was not published; it was preserved
amongst the typescripts/manuscripts
in his estate.

Film stills from Wavelengths, 1971
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It is worth examining Miklós Erdély’s critical essay in which he reflects on the state of Hungarian animation,
written in 1972, on commission from György Matolcsy, director of the Pannonia Film Studio, with the aim
to establish a viable critical environment.21 In his essay, Erdély only touched on those films produced at the
Pannonia Film Studio that he considered to have fine arts ambitions. Although he sought parallels from con-
temporary Western art, he too was unable to move away from the rules of the modernist essentialist criticism;
consequently, he criticised the films largely on formal and stylistic grounds, in terms of the genre’s limita-
tions.

“The unleashed line also signals that drawing is not placed at the service of illusion; the fate of a drawn
human form is first of all the fate of drawing itself. Under these terms, the drawing film has been liberated
from the constraints of tiny `stories´, to move closer to visual arts, by attempting to amalgamate the achieve-
ments of the most recent art of graphics, embracing the Rauschenbergian Pop-montage (Sándor Reisenbüch-
ler’s The Time of the Barbarians), along with tachisme (György Kovásznai: Wavelengths), the post-impressionist
gouache technique (József Gémes: Concertissimo) as well as the hippy-secession (György Kovásznai: Light and
Shadow, Wavelengths; Péter Szoboszlay: Salted Soup). It is surprising that all these are made to alternate within
a single film without their stylistic eclecticism becoming irritating; on the contrary, it even has a revelatory ef-
fect at times. A major discovery within the new animated cartoons is that not only does the moving image tol-
erate such a stylistic malleability, but it becomes its prerogative. The radical break-away from narrative
traditions must also have been encouraged by the wide-ranging repository of artistic means.” 

In the same essay, Miklós Erdély writes the following about Wavelengths: “If a sound montage of a John
Cage type reverberates, at least dubiously, the pulsation of the outpouring paint, then the transforming Stein-
bergian drawing is sometimes compatible with the same sound.” Steinberg was a major discovery for Hun-
garian artists and intellectuals of the time: his witty and amusing graphic pieces imbued with harsh criticism
of Western consumer society were exhibited in Budapest in 1962. The reference to the “Steinbergian drawing”
made by Erdély must have been appealing to Kovásznai, who admired Steinberg to such extent that he pub-
lished a long article entitled The Philosopher Steinberg in 1962 in the literary periodical Nagyvilág. By way of il-
lustrating the concordance of Erdély’s opinion on Steinberg with the features Kovásznai highlighted as positive
elements in the artist’s work, a few thoughts should be explicated from the aforementioned text: 

American graphic artist Saul Steinberg is acknowledged as one of the most outstanding contemporary drawing
artists of our time, owing to the fact that his work is not based on stylistic immutability; on the contrary, each line he has
drawn is a bold discovery. By using the word `bold´, I am referring to the fact that a line in a drawing is a question of life
and death. Whether an artist makes the pen quiver, for instance, or presses it against the paper, will attest to his or her ho-
nour. And what actually happens most of the time is that if a graphic artist earned his or her fame by making the pen quiver,
he or she would never dare to press it once again against the paper; and in turn, had he or she made a reputation by press-
ing the pen, he or she would no longer make it quiver. The secret behind the Steinbergian art is eventually very simple: in
his work, it is the idea that generates the style, which means that in his opus the dilemma of ̀ pressing it or making it quiver´
is only a secondary priority. Steinberg is a philosophically inclined mastermind; his style is philosophy itself.22

In discussing Light and Shadow, Erdély made sharp remarks about the musical material of the film:
“Whereas its graphic ecstasy allows of András Kisfaludy’s drumming, the affected whisper, which imitates the
vocal pieces of György Ligeti, keeps a tight rein on it, and diverts the whatever-it-is-but-it is-valid drawing’s
movement into the traffic jam of satirising platitudes.” Referring to both Light and Shadow and Wavelengths as
“fast films”, Erdély wrote the following passage: “The maker of an animation film may reasonably anticipate
that if he uses the speed of Donald Duck while being chased, then owing to this speed, the combinations 
of meanings and associative structures will become meaningless, exorcising all critical vigilance. So that those
with a critical vigilance can only blame their own slow comprehension for being unable to account for what they
have just seen; for they are unable to memorise what they liked and what they did not, and for which reasons.
Before a clearly malicious critic would suspect the (fast) film maker of using a trick, it must be clarified that such
misgivings are groundless. Just as the human eye is able to sense a photon of light, any micro-effect stimulus
reaching the threshold can be excellently distinguished and perceived from the perspective of the whole. 
The sad viewer, trying to capture the fleeting moments full of insinuations, will naturally be enraged that the
director keeps rushing forward as if nothing had happened. Being grateful for the meaningful moments, how-
ever, audiences keep following the hysterical style of the fast film with a constant and prolonged trust; never-
theless, in the end they will be able to distinguish, with perfect equanimity, the moments when the artist was
neither hysterical nor meditative, from those when he was just superficial or, in a better case, cunning.”

21 Miklós Erdély, “Elszabadult vonal.
Jegyzetek a magyar rajzfilm stílustörek-
véseirôl” [The Unleashed Line: Notes
on the Stylistic Endeavours of Hunga-
rian Animation], Filmkultúra, 01/1972,
47–51. Republished in: Miklós Erdély, 
A filmrôl (Filmelméleti írások, forgató-
könyvek, filmtervek, kritikák). Váloga-
tott írások II . Összeállította Peternák
Miklós [On Film (Texts on Film Theory,
Screenplays, Film Plans, Critiques). Se-
lected Writings II, Compiled by Miklós
Peternák], (Budapest: Balassi Kiadó–
BAE Tartóshullám–Intermédia, 1995),
105–112. 
22 György Kovásznai, “A filozófus Ste-
inberg” [The Philosopher Steinberg],
Nagyvilág, 7/1962, 1013–1015. 
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ÇA IRA: THE SONG OF THE FRENCH REVOLUTION (1973)

Kovásznai created this unique series of paintings to the song of the French Revolution, after he had made his
metamorphosing painting films. Ça Ira is a succession of independent paintings. Its technique is different from
the one applied in the 1960s (Metamorphoses, 1964) as well as from that of Wavelength made just a year earlier.
Here, the paintings were neither created under the cartoon camera, nor were there pre-conceived key compo-
sitions re-painted under it. Independent compositions were shot one after the other to be animated during
post-production, following the rhythm of the film’s central tune. The resulting expressive film, with its dramatic
atmosphere, is unparalleled in Kovásznai’s œuvre as well as in the history of animation and painting. In his text,
Self-Interview, Kovásznai spoke of his artistic visions regarding the concept of seriality that marks this film:

Since Pop Art has already retrieved figurativeness that vanished during abstract art, why couldn’t this otherwise
absolutely realistic figurativeness be realised at the level of a Velazquez or a Goya, or a Rembrandt?23

With its concept of phases, sequences, and small differences in a movement or use of colour within a
given scene, the Pop Art principle was quite close to the production method of animation. Nevertheless, the
mention made by Kovásznai of Pop Art as a parallel to animation should not be seen as a coincidence. His
mode of thinking about seriality was that of a visual artist; for him it was not simply a question of depicting
recognisable and dramatic portraits of the stars of the Enlightenment: Robespierre, Saint-Just, Danton, or Marat.
Not only did Kovásznai evoke the faces of iconic figures from a distant past with faces that would be less fa-
miliar to people, but he tried to match the styles of the era with individual faces, explicating different person-
ality traits as well as cultural contexts pertaining to the given personality. These styles are “applied onto” the
faces in the form of layers, but it is impossible to separate them into a schematic face and a cell layer overlap-
ping it either in a technical or an essential sense. At the same time, this concept was very close to Kovásznai’s
painterly style with its deliberate accumulation of stylistic quotations and witting eclecticism, whereby the ad-
equate employment of art historical styles did not petrify his own style. He did not strive for attaining the po-
sition of the so-called signature artist; a stance that he considered as a positive trait in his article on Steinberg.

In his film script, Kovásznai wrote the following in regard to the utilised styles:
The experience of the Revolution gave inspiration to such representatives of French art as Delacroix, Daumier,

Manet, and Monet; but the atmosphere of the Revolution also lingered around the Paris School as a whole: the 19th-cen-
tury revolution of painting, from Courbet to Utrillo, was preceded and instigated by the great social revolution. There ev-
idently is a deep and far-reaching connection between the French Revolution and French painting. Thus, the song 23 Kovásznai ca. 1976.

A series of battle scenes for the film, 
Ça Ira: The Song of the French Revolution,
1973, oil on paper, 43 × 61 cm, 
numbered on the edge
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The Stars of the Revolution series: Robespierre,
for the film, Ça Ira: The Song of the French 
Revolution, 1973, oil on paper, 43 × 61 cm, 
numbered on the edge
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The Stars of the Revolution series:  Danton,
for the film, Ça Ira: The Song of the French 
Revolution, 1973, oil on paper, 43 × 61 cm, 
numbered on the edge
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The Stars of the Revolution series: Marat,
for the film, Ça Ira: The Song of the French 
Revolution, 1973, oil on paper, 43 × 61 cm, 
numbered on the edge
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The Stars of the Revolution series:  Saint-Just,
for the film, Ça Ira: The Song of the French
Revolution, 1973, oil on paper, 43 × 61 cm,
numbered on the edge
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French Cathedrals series for the film,
Ça Ira: The Song of the French Revolution,
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resounding in the French streets definitely evokes a series of visions, encompassed by a full-blooded colour scheme, spring-
ing everything into action on the screen. This is why we would like to make this film with the flaming, surging, and vi-
brating method of animated painting. In terms of the corresponding genre and technique, it is the rebellion of the paint that
conveys the information; for it is set in motion.24

The art-historical styles playfully alternating in his paintings are in fact brilliant citations rather than frag-
ments of the artist’s identity that would signify a full identification. The multifarious application of various for-
mal systems is based on his comprehensive knowledge of music, literature, and art history, channelling his
multidirectional proficiency of different genres into a synergy. Well ahead of his socialism-building time and its
intellectual speed, Kovásznai made carefully considered experimentations with the permeability of visual and
cinematic art forms. “[…] it is high time for the representatives of the traditional–classic, but eventually objectified, com-
partmentalised genres to abandon their assumed eternal roles; that is, to nonchalantly expunge their flashy dioramas.”25

By handling the styles that had been canonised through the narrative of modernity as an extant series,
as if from the perspective of an outsider, this thought attests to a postmodern sensibility. It renounces the mod-
ern art-historical metanarrative, along with its compulsive drive to control meaning in general, and by waiv-
ing the time and space coordinates of styles, it interprets them instead as coexisting and interacting modes of
expression, all existing simultaneously (not consecutively).  

The film does not attempt to follow the history of the French Revolution; instead, it brings into focus a
few significant features to show them in succession: scenes of French cities and towns, the battles, followed by
a more thorough study of the major figures of the Revolution (Danton, Robespierre, Marat, Saint-Just) through
individual series of portraits, to conclude with landscapes with French cathedrals, evoking the spirit of Im-
pressionism and Post-Impressionism. 

In themselves, these images would have resulted in a static film, had not Kovásznai moved the paintings
under the cartoon camera to the rhythm of the song Ça Ira and its various Hungarian and French versions, or
by the end of the film, to an insert from Debussy’s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune. The structure of the film is
based on the interaction between painting and music; thus, it is more of a visual artist’s approach than that of
a cinematographer, as it pays less attention to the rules of dramaturgy, primarily striving to grasp the atmos-
phere, in an improvisational manner similar to his earlier films.

One of the fundamental problems that had to be tackled when making Ça Ira is highlighted by Miklós
Erdély in his essay: “When the tempo of a film is not set by the dramaturgy of the story, which happens in the
case of the new animation film, but by an idea expressed in some visual form, or by the rhythm of a state of
mind, then the director will inevitably have to face the problem of music composers, seeing that both have to
organise time-based processes. If the formal issues of the spectacle are brought forth via his visual arts culture,
then the director has to design the rhythm of the film according to the principles of music.”26

The series of portraits, landscapes, and battle scenes of the Revolution embody a significant part of
Kovásznai’s extant œuvre of paintings.

The film had wide-ranging repercussions in the contemporaneous press, and received awards at several
Hungarian and international film festivals. In 1974, it was awarded the Prize for the Best Colour Film in
Barcelona, and the following year it won the prize of its category at the Film Festival of Miskolc, Hungary. 

24 The film script can be found in the
documentation of the Hungarian Natio-
nal Film Archives. 
25 György Kovásznai, Homeland Anima-
tion: Adventures with Takamura in the
Hungarian Disneyland. Typescript: 1982
(Budapest: Pannónia Film Vállalat,
1988), 27.
26 Miklós Erdély, “Elszabadult vonal.
Jegyzetek a magyar rajzfilm stílustörek-
véseirôl” [The Unleashed Line: Notes
on the Stylistic Endeavours of Hunga-
rian Animation], Filmkultúra, 01/1972,
47–51. Republished in: Miklós Erdély, 
A filmrôl (Filmelméleti írások, forgató-
könyvek, filmtervek, kritikák). Váloga-
tott írások II . Összeállította Peternák
Miklós [On Film (Texts on Film Theory,
Screenplays, Film Plans, Critiques). Se-
lected Writings II, Compiled by Miklós
Peternák], (Budapest: Balassi Kiadó–
BAE Tartóshullám–Intermédia, 1995),
105–112. 

Prize Certificate, 15th Film Festival,
Miskolc, 1975.
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THIS IS JUST FASHION: A MUSICAL AND DANCING PICTURE BOOK 
ON THE PAST YEARS’ FASHION TRENDS 1-6.
(A film series in six parts, 1976)

This informative cultural-historical series in itself bears a cultural-historical significance. It is a unique Hun-
garian creation, which was mostly geared to acquaint Hungarian television viewers in 1976 with the history of
the 19th and 20th-century American and West European mass culture. It included many historical facts that
were up until then inappropriate to reveal in Hungary, at least on television: such is for example the introduc-
tion of some elements of the pre-1945 bourgeois leisure culture (dance, fashion, music, and cars), the forbidden
nature of jazz in the 1950s, the bloody scenes of the 1968 student uprisings in Western Europe. It could not be
considered ordinary either that an element of folk dance was introduced through the context of fashion history,
so that due to the city dweller’s clumsiness, it appeared to be more anachronistic than contemporary. How
much of a novelty were these introductions of twentieth century phenomena for contemporaneous audiences,
embedded as they were within a fashion historical context, while bearing a wider cultural historical significance,
is clearly stated in a review fragment from 1977: “One of the most significant merits of the film is that it drew
one’s attention to correlations that would not at all be evident in common knowledge. Moreover, it was ac-
complished with the help of such means of expression that made it possible for everybody to understand some-
thing from these correlations. Instead of a Dr. Brain-like spoon-feeding27, or a moralising tale, all this was done
with the tools of animation, taxing the viewers’ associative capacities.”28

Dealing with fashion, or in wider terms, with the history of body-politics, is not at all such an “inno-
cent” endeavour as it appears at a first glance. In order to decipher the meaning of clothing characteristic of a
certain era or place, we need to acquire information about innumerable sociological and historical facts. At the
time the film was being made, two theories of major importance could have influenced the professionals con-
ceiving the thematic in question. One of them was Marxist theory, according to which clothes are cultural hi-
eroglyphs. The other, newer theory prominent at the time was structuralism, which thoroughly revaluated the

5.5. 
ANIMA VERITÉ: 
PERFECTED 
DOCUMENTARISM
WITH A 
PSYCHEDELIC 
CHARACTER-
PORTRAYAL

27 Dr. Brain was a character in several
series of animated cartoons made by
Tamás Szabó Sipos for Hungarian Tele-
vision, aimed at explaining the basic
economic situation and the New Econo-
mic Mechanism, which was implemen-
ted in Hungary in 1968, for a wide
audience in a cheerful tone (Trans.’s
note).
28 Bálint Chikán: “Ez csak divat!” Köz-
gazdász, 10 February 1977. Chikán was
an art historian, who taught aesthetics.
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history of clothing, holding that clothing is a sign that sociology can decipher. Al-
though it seemed to be a promising key, it failed to open the lock because it was
in vain that they searched for a general code for the solution. The history of fash-
ion always reflects on what has been and what is to come, while constantly cross-
ing the borders; thus, general keys are useless. Fashion is always bound by place
and time. If somebody decides to make the 1970s’ Hungary understand the 1940s
or 1960s’ West European fashion, he or she would surely need to refer to the era’s
socio-political situation. This is, to a certain degree, accomplished by the film: in
a few cases it surprisingly reveals a lot of thus far hidden information (the ´68
West European student revolts), but it also keeps on concealing certain facts (the
relationship between Hitler’s Germany and Hungary at the beginning of World
War II). Concerning the whole series, it could nonetheless be inferred that the

attentive viewer in 1976 was able to understand from it the hidden practice of the Cold-War Kulturkampf ei-
ther from the standpoint of body-representation or from the relationship between dressing and the expected
social roles. 

The film series in six parts evokes the history of fashion from the beginning of time up until 1976. Nat-
urally, it does not pay equal attention to each era, so the first part covers the Garden of Eden until the 1930s.
Then from the third part on, for four consecutive parts, it covers the period between 1945 and 1976; in this re-
gard, the audiences are primarily informed about the recent Western cultural history in a light-hearted enter-
taining style. The developments in pop culture are presented almost entirely through West European or
American phenomena (the socialist bloc could not develop its own pop culture). Thus, in the eyes of future gen-
erations, it seems that with the weakening of the socialist regime, the viewers were finally given the opportu-
nity to make up for their shortfalls which were due to the fact that this type of information was locked away
from them through many decades. Meanwhile, popular culture is taken quite seriously in the film; not once do
we hear a demeaning remark in its comparison with high culture, or even the cliché of the “decadent” West.

There are nonetheless modestly ironic parts with critical undertones, like for example in the third part,
where the Western “smile-reinforcement” in advertisements is ridiculed in a photomontage series, while an
aria is audible in the background. The type of thematic juxtaposition, such as “high culture vs. low culture”,
was introduced in his earlier film, Wavelength. It is exactly at this point that Kovásznai accentuates the context
of Cold War by cross-cutting it with some of the images from his earlier film, Gloria Mundi, whose basic punch
line is that two Baroque putti are leaning on top of a mushroom cloud – while the narrator, cynically, is talking
about “the perfect happiness after the war”. And he hastens to add the slogan: “Hurry up and live now, to-
morrow it might be too late.”

Just as in his earlier films Kovásznai always regarded culture in very wide terms, the concept of culture
in this series, written together with writer and humorist János Komlós, certainly means the widest possible
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grouping in our contemporary anthropological sense. Besides analysing fashion as a system of codes, body-
politic is also touched upon. They highlight the changes in the image of the female body, the re-evaluation of
the concept of nudity, the circumstances that gave birth to the appearance of model celebrities; that is, they
draw attention to the development of body culture in consumer society, which in retrospect was not that much
different from the prevailing circumstances in Hungary at that time. Questions of gender are also addressed,
while they touch upon the changing of social expectations regarding gender roles within the context of the
changes in fashion. On the other hand, what could be regarded as most problematic in the eyes of the contem-
porary viewer is the way the African tribal attire is depicted full of romanticised exoticism. 

The satirical cartoon revue is based on an enormous archival collection of photographs, music and news-
paper articles; the main corpus is thus a montage of all these elements. Besides this, in this series Kovásznai also
re-utilised a few of his earlier short films, so that in the third episode we encounter excerpts from his two films,
The Joy of Light and the previously banned Young Man Playing the Guitar at the Old Masters’ Gallery. In the fourth
episode, we can see excerpts from each of the three “tales” found in the Tales from the World of Art. In the fifth
episode, the pictures of the 1968 student revolt in Paris are mixed with Ça Ira’s paintings on the French Revo-
lution. In the sixth series, which is about the 1970s, he interpolates elements from his two other films, Nights in
the Boulevard and The Memory of the Summer of ’74.  These references clearly demonstrate the fact that from his
earliest films, Kovásznai consciously reflected on his own era, and considered animation as a contemporane-
ous reflection. Owing to this, these inserts from his older work are all able to present certain phenomena through
the contextualisation of the 1960s and 1970s’ cultural history. 

Like in his earlier films, the directorial style is dominated by improvisation as the photomontages and
the cells moved in front of painted backgrounds are all fused into a composition. The use of the reportage in-
serts is an extremely important element of this series: it is through these crosscuts that Kovásznai continued to
apply his anima vérité documentary method, already articulated in his film Blossoming No. 3369 from 1971. With
this method, he aimed to immortalise the characters, typical sentiments, and life styles of his own age. Already
in the first part, the director makes the “programme hosts” address the citizens of Budapest with the exclama-
tion, “Give us your opinion”:  we see reportages in which people from different age groups are asked about their
opinions on different subject matters. In this way, the cultural historical narration is always juxtaposed with the
contemporary average evaluation of a chosen theme, providing an insight into how the people of Budapest re-
acted to the questions and propositions posed in the series at the time the film was being made. Each reportage
is made with a singular panoramic sight of Budapest in the background, most of them show the Citadel or the
Hôsök [Heroes’] Square, while the outskirt settlements or the city centre are rarely evoked on the coloured
photographs. On top of these photographs are placed the painted cells of the interviewed subjects, in a slightly
caricatured mode, but naturally with the original sound recording. Thanks to these reportages, today we are
able to have an insight into what the Hungarian audiences in 1976 thought about the most important questions
regarding the consumption of high and popular culture. Essentially, this con-
cept was applied in his subsequent films as well:  in the reports within Bub-
ble Bath, in the animated reportage crosscuts of the programme entitled, The
Week, and most clearly in his film Reportrait.

The people working on this film series did not only have to gather an
extensive amount of data or materials which they were to work from, but
they also had to learn a lot of things. Thus, for example, with the help of a
dance teacher, they had to acquaint themselves with all the fashionable
dances from the past fifty years, so that they would be able to move the
manikins in the way these dances were once danced, in the fashionable
clothes of the time, to the popular hits. The series was comprised of nearly
a hundred thousand drawings. The shooting itself took more than a year. 

For the sake of a little film-historical curiosity, the following is Kovász-
nai’s opinion, or introduction, of his colleagues who collaborated on the film
series: 

In my earlier films, in the midst of my own countless experiments, I never lost
sight of the fact that animation film was primarily a collective endeavour; it is more
collective than a film with live actors, a theatre or a ballet production. Why so? Sim-
ply because every single member of the drawing crew (thus, not only the director and

György Kovásznai, Sándor Juhász, and
György Matolcsy in discussion at an event
organised by the Pannonia Film Studio, 
ca. 1976, black-and-white photo
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the designer), beyond the accomplishment of their individual tasks, needs to add a substantial personal surplus to the col-
lective work. Since to make a figure `move´ does not only involve the mastery of space in drawing (from among my col-
leagues, e.g., Kati Bánki has drawn nearly a hundred thousand figures to date), but beyond all this, for the sake of the
figure’s authenticity, the drawer is all in one person: an actor, a choreographer, a story editor, and a painter.

Furthermore, the operation of animation production is quite complicated and manifold; the melting point of the artis-
tic material is reasonably high. This genre has limitless potentials, but it also demands a concentrated effort. It is very easy
to end up with a bad piece of art. As I have mentioned before, the success of collective work is the most crucial. Regarding
the psychology of creation, this type of collective work undeniably confronts one with a new situation, whereby the navi-
gation, initiation, and realisation of a task, the questions concerning partial tasks, and the whole of the task are partly
more difficult and partly simpler than in other, classical genres. 

This is why I believe that it is of utmost importance to talk about the collaborators of this film. (...)
A few words about the two executive directors, Elek Lisziák and Sándor Juhász. Lisziák was of most help with his

art-historical research and organisational skills. I planned the film together with Sándor Juhász. The account of his ac-
complishments would require a whole separate study.

Our goal is to make This is Just Fashion resemble an illuminated chronicle, turning it into a highly illustrative
piece, `Useful Amusement´, a humorous-nostalgic recalling of pictures and moods.

Those whom I am unable to mention here due to the lack of space have also played a significant role in the realisa-
tion of the work.29

The Week (1981)

Kovásznai was much intrigued by the possible implementation of animation into the medium of television.  He
was mostly interested in inserting animated reports into the sequence of the daily television news programmes
as their natural constituent. An immediate precursor to this was the report inserts in the This is Just Fashion se-
ries, which also served as models for the inserts used in the political programme called The Week.

The concept here was that the interviewed subjects from The Week programme, who were also seen as em-
bodiments of a certain type, were asked to deliver their answers to a chosen question in a more entertaining
and burlesque manner. This way, the sound recordings of the original reports were kept, while Kovásznai re-
drew the recording with an exceptional affinity, making it into imaginative, well recognisable character types.
This four-minute insert appeared in the television programme, The Week, which was a popular weekly news
summary of the era. Kovásznai’s text was preserved, in which he explained his methodology to the conceivers
of The Week magazine:

29 György Kovásznai’s writing, This
Was Fashion, was preserved in the form
of a manuscript/typescript. 
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REPORTRAITS 

The portmanteau word in the title – `report´ and `portrait´ –  refers to a type of interview where the original sound, i.e.,
the original recording of a reportage, has been preserved, but its visuals are graphical – animation – portraits, so that it is
the interviewed subject’s drawn, characterised image that talks.

By looking at Reportrait in relation to the whole programme of The Week, then what we see is an exciting cartoon-
flash in the context of a live interview.

The advantage of the cartoon-interview is – as it was already proven by similar attempts – that it is immensely es-
sential, in that the psychoanalysis of the interviewed subject could be accomplished within just a sentence fragment.
Through the large blue eyes that flash us in their surprise, by the arousal of  subtle nervousness in the nostrils, an unruly
hair lock, expressive hand gestures, in which the hands have a life of their own, an uproarious laughter that is meant to
mask some small inhibition, a large, soft blonde, who breathes with unbelievable softness, a stiff male face answering a ques-
tion with an almost feminine softness, different behaviours are experienced from a close proximity: confusion, melancholy,
well informedness, strictness, cynicism, discomposure, toadying, and good mood, etc.

All in all, these are contemporary faces, based on live models (!), subtly caricatured and deeply characterised, ex-
pressing their thoughts about things that matter in our lives, from the building of new hotels to the increase of gas prices.
It would be remarkable if one of Toulouse-Lautrec’s figures was made to speak to tell us his or her opinion about, let’s say,
the newest revue (i.e., from the year 1900) at the Moulin Rouge!30

In terms of content, it was in his writing, “QUOTATION OF THE WEEK”, that Kovásznai delineated pos-
sible, worthwhile animation choices that could be used as inserts for the aforementioned news programme:

Kissinger’s example clearly demonstrates that it is with utter predilection that daily politics acquires its shine, jus-
tification, and merit from the pages of history. 

Oh yes, Metternich!...Let’s find out: what did he actually say at that Congress of Vienna about reorganising the po-
litical map of Europe?

Or let us step back a bit: What did Saint Stephen I 31 say about disarmament?
(“We have mutually agreed that each of us would destroy five thousand arrows.”)
But no, this is really an anachronism, the quotation needs to be authentic; although this same quotation, besides

being instructive, could also be playful and humorous; and our goal would be exactly to compile such a catchy quotation
system that would be delivered week after week. This would, in fact, be done by making the portraits of the authors of the
quotations speak the words themselves, and all this through the most modern tools of portrait caricature.  

Regarding the portraits’ drawing style, which is quite an important aspect, let us quote someone as well, who prac-
tices this at the highest possible level.

It is Levine, the famous American portrait caricaturist, who no longer draws traditional grotesque pictures of a cer-
tain politician, a prominent artist, writer, etc., but by further developing the minutely detailed classical prints, he arrives
at an extremely deep characterisation with a somewhat alienating effect (slightly reminiscent of Max Ernst’s Surrealist
prints). All in all, he gives an amusing and easily decipherable psychoanalysis of the depicted persona. For this reason, we
are able to deeply enjoy Levine’s caricatures without grossly laughing at them. 

The various programmes of The Week continuously offer such events or such anniversaries that evoke a well-known,
or even a less known, quotation week by week.

“Dear Viewers, in today’s quotation of The Week, William Shakespeare, the greatest playwright of all time, is going
to quote from his play, Hamlet: 

Shakespeare: (who already appeared at the time of the above introduction, signalling with his subtle facial mimicry,
a smile, and a blink that he was alive. His majestically glittering bare forehead, the Baroque-like curl of his moustache, and
his goatee all seem familiar. His voice is deep, resounding, and there is a touch of mischief in his eyes.)

`The time is out of joint: O cursed spite
That ever I was born to set it right.´
After this, Shakespeare keeps staring at us pensively for a few more seconds, and then to a few beats of Händel’s

music he dissolves into a grandiose ceiling fresco, which then also fades out...

Moreover, Kovásznai also had other, more daring ideas than this one in order to find a way to make The Week
programme more interesting. The following is one of his plans,32 which was never realised, but is nonetheless
entertaining in a written form as well:

30 György Kovásznai’s unpublished
writing was preserved as a typescript in
the artist’s bequest. Ca. 1978.
31 Saint Stephen I was the Grand Prince
of the Hungarians (997–1000) and the
first King of Hungary (1000–1038), ca-
nonised on 20 August 1083.
32 György Kovásznai’s unpublished
writing was preserved as a typescript in
the artist's bequest. Ca. 1978
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PSYCHOGRAM SEQUENCE
(A moving, audio-visual sign system)

The discussion with János Hajdú33 assured me in my belief that one has to and is able to develop such signs to be utilised
in mass communication that help transmit the existing `message´ in the programme to the viewers in a more efficacious
manner. 

By giving further thought to our discussion, I have come to the understanding that in the case of television watch-
ing there are primarily two things that diminish the viewer’s attention:

a./ the optical monotony, b./ the immensity and wide variety of information.
A programme like The Week, is sui generis one of the most interesting programmes, which inspires the animators

to develop certain new signs that I named as – excuse me for my neologising – psychograms. I am giving a short expla-
nation of what I meant here.

It is not something that would further inflate the volume of information, but on the contrary: it would be something
that would direct, interpret, select, tone down, or accentuate things amidst this mass of information. At the same time, it
is already part of the European subconscious; thus, it does not need to be learnt as a new type of writing. It should be play-
ful, joyful, and sensual; a short flash, which pleasantly and thought-provokingly enlivens the optical monotony of the
screen. It is auditive, to which the animators are able to add the visuals and the movement. 

Well, in my opinion, this already existing audio arsenal is nothing else but 30-40 beats of a few big hits from among
European–American classical and pop musical compositions from Bach to Lennon, which are whistled and known by
everyone, and whose sum total makes up such an emotional and cognitive totality that can be regarded as a communica-
tional possibility.

I believe that the implementation of maximum four or five of these psychograms into each of the programmes of The
Week would be viable, which would essentially serve as another layer of communication with their strong, evocative over-
tones; in fact, they express something that can only be expressed through this audio-visual-animational dimension. Let us
say, we have a programme featuring a political-economic debate that is only of regional importance, such as the English-
Icelandic fishermen conflict. It could be followed by a flash of a psychogram, based on a few beats of the Hebrides Over-
ture, with blazing cloud-like banks above the sea-like line horizon. The viewer, thus, would already be smitten by the
romance of the sea: seas above which the wind is whistling, and in such a fish-smelling fog, the fishermen keep on strug-
gling for their livelihood. And all this can be evoked by a three-second-long sign (based on Mendelssohn’s ingenious tunes).

The mass news becomes elevated in a way, and thus it becomes more interesting. Consequently, it becomes more
news-like, information-rich, more exciting and intelligible as well as referring to the continuity of history: the problems,
pleasures, and hopes of today are only the continuation of those from yesterday; we are sailing on the concentric-cultural
waters of several hundred years (...)

The dynamic picture formations are properly synchronised with the beautiful and famous melodies, decorative sym-
metries metamorphose to different rhythms, geometric, automatic or anthropomorphic shapes vibrate, snap, quiver or un-
dulate to the music, namely, to the music that Europe knows and whistles. Here, of course, we would also include a few
Hungarian commonplaces such as the signature tune-like `Blind Patsy´,34 which is nothing else than Berlioz’s Rákóczi
March.

33 János Hajdú was the chief editor of
political programmes on Hungarian te-
levision at the time, as well as the lead
presenter of the news programme, The
Week, from 1981 to 1987 (Trans.’s note).
34 The Rákóczi March was used as the
title music for the Hungarian cinema
newsreels, screened before a feature
film from 1913 until as late as 1990. Hu-
morous, somewhat vulgar lyrics were
adapted to the tune by students, to be
sung by several generations, starting
like: “Blind Patsy, Blind Patsy, sees
them all”.]
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Victory BEETHOVEN: Egmont Overture finale

Destiny BEETHOVEN: Symphony No. 5 (Fate) prelude

Attention! Important! J.S. BACH: Toccata in D Minor

So Be It! J.S. BACH: Suite No. 2 in B minor, part of the third movement 

Quick Achievement J.S. BACH: Suite No. 2 in B minor, the last movement 

Demonic Threat MOZART: Don Giovanni, Overture, middle part

Joyful Threat MOZART: The Abduction from the Seraglio,

“Ho, how I will triumph” aria, initial beats

Tit for Tat MOZART: A Little Night Music, beginning

Joyful Play at Soldiers MOZART: Figaro’s Aria, orchestral middle part, 

the melody here as well

Love, Intimacy BEETHOVEN: Für Elise

Storm BEETHOVEN: Pastoral Symphony

Clear Sky BEETHOVEN: Pastoral Symphony

Epiphany BEETHOVEN: Symphony No. 9, from the second movement

Overwhelming Activity ROSSINI: Figaro’s Aria, orchestral prelude

Hungarian Valour BERLIOZ: Rákóczi March

A World is Revealed DVOŘÁK: The New World Symphony finale

A Deeply American Thing GERSHWIN: Rhapsody in Blue, saxophone opening

Fatal Adventure WAGNER: Flying Dutchman, overture beginning

Adventure Nostalgia MENDELSSOHN: Hebrides Overture 

The Children BIZET: Carmen, children’s chorus 

The Marriage MENDELSSOHN: Wedding March

A Glimpse of Hope LISZT: Mazeppa finale

Danse Macabre LISZT

Hungarisch LISZT: Rhapsody

Funny ha ha ha JOHANN STRAUSS

Blue Danube Waltz JOHANN STRAUSS

Emotionally Charged PUCCINI: Tosca, “E lucevan le stelle” aria, orchestral part 

Evening in Transylvania BARTÓK

Bear Dance BARTÓK

The Big Jew Snubs the Small Jew MUSSORGSKY: Pictures at an Exhibition

Russian Kalinka

The Happy Surface OFFENBACH’S Cancan

Upsurge of Memory TCHAIKOVSKY’S Swan Lake from the suite

The Flight of Time ZSUZSA KONCZ

The Merry Impudence of the Recent Past BEATLES: She Loves You Yeah Yeah Yeah 

The Sadness of the Merry Machine-Era Popcorn

Uninhibited Playfulness Speedy Gonzales

Farewell Ciao Ciao Bambina

Dangerous Oh, How Slippery is this Banana Peel

We Missed Out on Something Ah, Black Train

Hurts, Hurts, Hurts LEVENTE SZÖRÉNYI

Etc.

THE BIG MUSICAL PANELS
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REPORTRAIT (1982)

Reportrait was created as the elemental continuation of the material originally compiled for The Week, while the
unused material was re-evaluated resulting in the idea that it was time to make a separate short film based on
this method.  The directors recalled that, after Blossoming and Nights in the Boulevard, this film was the third part
of their socio-animation series. The film’s original title would have been Anima Vérité, but in order to make it
intelligible for everybody, they changed it before the opening night. Reportrait was Kovásznai’s last completed
film before his death; he co-designed it with Elek Lisziák, his loyal colleague throughout many decades. From
among the films of Kovásznai’s œuvre, this one was most clearly made in a documentary style, raising and
analysing macro-societal questions. The tracing of the documentary material that has been recorded on a live-
action film, or on photograph and a sound recorder, is also present in his major, psychedelic-sociographic film
work, Bubble Bath.

The film’s artistic methodology is made clear in the introductory text:
“This film was made based on different reports. This is why the similarity between the reviewed subjects

evoked through drawings and the live personae is not at all a coincidence. The images they evoke through
words are re-told through our drawings.”

This is what Elek Lisziák said about the film in an interview: “We made forty people speak in Reportrait;
these people don’t show their real faces to the audience, but we made them speak through our drawings of their
subtly ironic portraits. The interviewed subjects were asked about human relationships, the country’s economic
situation, about material well-being, their sex life, and about family issues. The youngest one was a fifteen-
year-old high school student who explained how high school failed to prepare them for adult life. Another in-
terviewed subject was Ervin Lázár, who contended that what people most badly needed was a good school. The
end, serving also as the punch line of the film, is that a group of young people in a club are unable to remem-
ber the first strophe of The Bards of Wales. This is why I made this film, because I also believe that we need a
much better school system from what we have.”35

“The interviewed subjects were photographed by István Lugossy from the front, right, and left – as is usu-
ally done at the criminal records office – and based on these photographs, we drew the people’s portrait cari-
catures. They are made to speak through their natural voices, but only their drawn faces are made to appear.
This was also a possibility for experimentation for the drawing artists, for every single cartoonist chose a dif-
ferent method, a different inner world to approach a certain theme, including portrait drawing as well,”36 Elek
Lisziák contended about the process of filmmaking. 

Reportrait was widely shown, and a number of reviews were published about it. The following critical
appraisals are good sources of information regarding the making of the film:

“Elek Lisziák and György Kovásznai’s film was made by introducing real interviewed subjects with
their real voices. This in itself would not be a novelty, seeing that, for example, in Béla Vajda’s satirical cartoon
Pléh-boy37 from 1973, the sound material was comprised of a radio interview. At that time, the caricature of a
figure only served as an illustration to the text; they came to life through the drawers’ imagination. Lisziák and
his partner were aiming for a higher degree of documentary authenticity. Photographs were made of the in-
terview subjects from all sides, and the figures were made based on these photo series – not through me-
chanical reproduction, but always aiming to preserve the individuality of a certain figure. In this regard, for
example, the drawn talking face of Zoltán Huszárik, one of the interviewed subjects, is a painful–joyful recog-
nition. In fact, the sound was broken down frame-by-frame according to an ancient Walt Disney method, and
in relation to this, the exact mouth movements were adjusted. The sociographic ambition was already effec-
tively present in György Kovásznai’s earlier work as well. In his film, Blossoming from 1971, they chose a ten-
ant’s apartment for their material – they photographed, painted, and drew her living space. However, Nights
in the Boulevard made in 1972, is already an animated report about the passers-by. (Elek Lisziák was the as-
sistant of both films.)

What is Reportrait really about?  Seemingly about nothing. The characters talk about sex, economic con-
cerns, morality, astrology, etc. Actually, the film is a jam-packed montage of extracted dialogue fragments. In
these fragments, however, everybody gives what is most characteristic of them. Zoltán Huszárik speaks about
the fact that “the era is devoid of ethics”, Ervin Lázár would like to establish a school, a party functionary talks
about how he knows of bums with a Marxist education and so forth, from university students to the downtown
whoremongers. 

35 “A horizontban. Kisztihand, Buda-
pest!” [In the Horizon, Be Greeted, Bu-
dapest!], Talk with Elek Lisziák, Pesti
Mûsor, November 1982. 
36 Ny.E., “Riportré, interjú Lisziák Elek-
kel,” [Reportrait, Interview with E. L.],
Pesti Mûsor, 13 October 1982.
37 The title is a word play: `pléh´ in
Hungarian means tin, with its pronun-
ciation resembling Play.
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The figures of the interviewed subjects are given. At the same time, the background is deliberately cho-
sen, with the tetragonal box resembling the perspectival cage of Francis Bacon’s paintings. The basic charac-
teristic of the drawing style (slightly familiar from Kovásznai’s Bubble Bath) is that it mixes photographic effects
with a Pop Art comic book style, but without any artificiality, with an unhindered flow of surrealistic distor-
tions when asked for. A few movements or looks are ruthlessly imprinted on our memories: the rapid turning
back and forth of the party secretary, a deflating face from a drag of a cigarette, or the streak-like black shadow
on Zoltán Huszárik. From a technical perspective, the film is perfectly made; it has been professionally executed
with a meaningful insight in the best sense of the word.”38

38 Gábor Lajta, “Célpont az ember”
[Man as Focal Point], Filmvilág [Film
World], 05/1983
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BUBBLE BATH: A MUSICAL SPECIAL - EFFECTS FILM TO THE RHYTHM 
OF A HEARTBEAT (1980)

In the 1970s, the Pannonia Studio’s business policy was gradually more readily focused on the rivalry with
feature films (with live actors), so they set out to seduce the audiences with feature-length animation films.
They proved to have a good sensibility in this regard, as they earned national and international acclaim for
their cartoons (János vitéz [Johnny Corncob], 1973; Lúdas Matyi [Mattie the Goose-Boy], 1976). Since his first feature-
length film plan (Flóra) from 1967, Kovásznai became gradually more intrigued by the idea to create a feature
animation film for adults. Just like in the case of most of his earlier films, he wrote the screenplay and the lyrics
of the feature songs for Bubble Bath as well. In 1978, it was a daring endeavour to make such a feature-length
animation film that set out to dig deeply into the Hungarian reality, based on the concept of “anima vérité”; to
speak about the Hungarian socio-economic situation with a sociographic incentive, while also intending to ful-
fil the requirements for an entertaining feature film. 

In 1978, the screenplay was approved, so it was possible to start the production. Like so many times be-
fore, Kovásznai was able to gather a film crew, choosing many independent-minded artists who did not belong
to the group of colleagues who had already acquired a status at the Pannonia Studio. It is hard to reconstruct
the exact atmosphere of the time; nonetheless, it is essential to accentuate the fact that it was a special thing to
be part of Kovásznai’s crew within the Pannonia Studio. Everyone who was part of it remembers that an im-
maculate team spirit ruled among them, which was based on mutual love and on the prerogative of an un-
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conditional and committed openness towards each other’s new ideas. The music, as the founding element of
the film, was composed by János Másik, a hippie jazz musician in his twenties, who was also a novice in this
profession. In fact, he had been waiting for years to be granted an opportunity to compose for film, following
his quite short-lived performance with the KEX band, which had ended by the early 1970s. Kovásznai handed
over the completed song lyrics with the screenplay and the drawing sketches to János Másik in order for him
to compose the entire musical material, so that only after that would they start the animation. The musical was
recorded with the best Hungarian jazz musicians of the time: guitar–Gyula Babos, harmonica and saxophone–
Mihály Dresch, drums–Imre Kôszegi, keyboard and percussion–János Másik. Besides the vocals, the perform-

ers who rendered the synchronised voices of the main characters
were also outstanding: Albert Antalffy (Zsolt), a soloist at the opera-
house, Kati Bontovits (Klári), a jazz singer at the peak of her career,
and Anikó Papp (Anni) jazz singer. The only request the director
made to the composer was to make the music “in the groove of the
city Budapest”; apart from that, he was granted complete artistic
freedom. Finally, the eclecticism of the completed musical piece com-
plemented well with Kovásznai’s visual versatility. 

In terms of genre, it is a feature animation film mixed with
documentary-style inserts, but at the same time, judging from its
content, it is rather a documentary, masked with elements of a fea-
ture film, while its self-definition in the title is “a musical special-ef-
fects film to the rhythm of a heartbeat”. In Kovásznai’s earlier films,
the narrative was usually entirely neglected in terms of the film’s
structural development; this is his only film where he imbued the
action with a definite significance; this is why the description of the
plot is integral to the interpretation of the film. 

At the beginning of the film, different light effects from live-action
film and, as if looking through a windshield, the drawn thorough-

fares and streets of Budapest are alternating, based on the principle of total cinema. Exactly at the time when
the driving male protagonist stops and stoopingly gets out of his Volkswagen beetle, in one of the streets of the
Városmajor district, in a small rented room of a tenement building, Anni Parádi is cramming for the medical
school entrance exam. Unexpectedly, the doorbell starts ringing; the same man from the street, dressed in a
suit introduces himself in a hurried and nervous manner: he is the fiancé of Anni’s colleague, Klári, who was
supposed to get married that afternoon at five. The groom emits a groan, well, this is exactly the problem! And
he instantly finds himself in Anni’s room, where he quickly admits that he changed his mind; he is not ready
to get married. But he is unable to share this devastating news with Klári, this is why he intends to convince
Anni to phone Klári. We see Klári’s flat where the wedding is about to start with countless wedding presents,
relatives, and friends. Anni and Klári’s telephone conversation turns into a complete misunderstanding. Klári
does not want to acknowledge that her fiancé intends to call off the marriage, but interprets it as if Anni – just
like the rest of her spinster colleagues – were jealous of her. The offended bride angrily hangs up the phone,
but her anger quickly dissolves. She immediately decides to appease and bring Anni over, so with one of her
guests, who happens to be a boxer, they jump into a car and drive to Anni (to say the least, with a Ford Capri). 

In the meantime, an intimate and confidential conversation has taken place between Zsolt and Anni.
They sincerely reveal their problems to each other, talk about their dreams and wishes. They feel as if they
found the real one in each other... Right at this moment, the bell starts ringing: Klári and Nándi are standing at
the door with champagne. The situation is easily misunderstood and awkward. Zsolt puts on Anni’s scuba
gear and jumps into the bathtub filled with water. Soon the entire flat is filled with Klári’s tirade. Anni has no
opportunity to speak and Klári does not even notice her uneasiness. Zsolt in the hiding overhears that his fi-
ancée – although, up until now she had countless lovers – sincerely loves him, and she can only imagine her
life beside him. Her words convince him. After all, he decides to get married. A year goes by. Anni is a first-year
medical student and still single. Zsolt and Klári had a child and asked Anni to be the name-giving parent.
While there is an unspoken agreement between Zsolt and Anni about the fact that the two of them truly belong
together, we find out that Klári decided to disregard her original plans, and after all, she no longer intends to

Film stills from Bubble Bath, 1980
(pp. 232-233)
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give birth to several children in the next fifteen years, but following Anni’s footsteps, she will rather take
the medical school entrance exam. Zsolt, who at this moment is having a bath, is hit by this announce-
ment in the bathtub, and his only remaining question is: where is the bubble bath? From the bottle, a real
female hand is pouring the bubble bath into the cartoon water, and the cartoon figure of Zsolt is slowly
covered by real foam. In the last picture sequence, we see Anni alone in her room romantically lit by the
afternoon light. 

In fact, the action is by no means meant to cover the film’s major questions, since the love triangle
(fidelity, betrayal, taking responsibility, making sacrifices) is not the film’s central thematic. The love
story, serving as the backbone of the action, is actually just a pretext for the accentuation of the unspo-
ken everyday social tensions along with the contradictions of fridge-socialism’s private enterprising con-
sumer culture39 through a feature film. This is why the film’s dramaturgy is not abundant with significant
dramatic crises, we cannot find many actions in it, or many of such deeds that would make the three
main characters toss and turn on the tides of fate. The film is really not based on a narration with a lin-
ear progression, it is nonetheless a simple linear narrative like a tree trunk serving as a base for the pres-
entation of all those countless, minute, and fragile embranchments, which as a unity comprised the
atmosphere of life in Hungary at the time. For that matter, the criticism was centred exactly around this
matter at the time of the film’s premiere: they missed the exciting dramaturgy full of dramatic turning
points. However, Kovásznai did not change since 1963: as a basically philosophical and fine arts oriented
artist, he never paid much attention to dramaturgy. What is then the essence of Bubble Bath? Intrinsically,
it is in all the motives that point beyond the simplistic story line. “The story’s level of excitement is not
what is emphasised here, but rather – conforming to the rules of a musical – the mood fluctuations of the
events and the different climaxes of mood are foregrounded”, contended the film’s propagandist40 István
Juszuf Antal. The eclectic musical-montage by János Másik is comprised of the visual world of art-his-
torical and film-historical quotations of different styles. Feature film, animation film, and documentary
film as well as the fine arts context of the autonomous, unique pictures are masterfully blended in this
work. Judging from its style, it clearly resembles a feature film, or implicitly it also echoes Walt Disney’s
earlier style, according to which the film was recorded with a moving camera fastened to a car, tracks were
built on the premises where they were able to execute real camera movements used in feature films, and
the thus recorded footage was divided into frames and traced. Árpád Lossonczy, as the director of pho-
tography, did an excellent work – Kovásznai was the first to implement this style in Hungary in this par-
ticular film. The three protagonists were played by three models, about whom a great number of pictures

Drawings for the film, Bubble Bath, 
1979-1980, mixed technique on paper and
synthetic material, 25 x 40 cm, 
numbered on the edge

39 Starting with the political amnesty in
1963, part of the so-called Kádárian
consolidation following the 1956 insur-
rection, new economic circumstances
became dominant, which facilitated
consumption and tolerated the small-
scale private enterprises. Cars and
electric devices, including refrigerators,
became available to a wider public du-
ring the 1960s, so that living standards
started to rise through consumption.
This is why extreme left-wing critics
apostrophised the system as “fridge 
socialism” (Trans.’s note).
40 During the time of socialism the ‘pro-
pagandist’ was a collaborator who dealt
with the communications of the film, or
with the so-called public relations.
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were taken. The question of what Kovásznai considered as the basic thematic difference between feature film
and animation film is clearly answered in a rare – since Kovásznai very rarely stated his views – interview: Bub-
ble Bath relies on the effect of intimacy and ordinariness, while it disregards the Wonder Castles and fairies, dwarfs and
other `miracles´. The most miraculous filmic elements, above all, are those contemporary, everyday human figures, who
are being projected onto the screen through the means of animation. Anyhow, as it proved to be true in the course of the
past few years: in live-action film (as opposed to cartoons) elements of sci-fi, the man-eating shark, the femme fatale or ca-
tastrophe in general are seen as the most effective and fascinating. But this is surely natural: even a kindergartener does
not really believe in the cartoon `miracle´ because he or she is well aware that it is `only´ drawn, thus, not a `real´ mira-
cle. However, one of the most characteristic and deep filmic effects is the highlighted significance of music. The sound and
the visuals are almost inseparable: melodies appear as colours, and rhythms appear as the pulsations of lines.41

The documentary mode of depiction also appears on this wide stylistic scale, but it is most apparent in
those inserts in which some of the main characters speak about their work and acquaintances. For instance,
Anni, who is a district nurse at the Infant Welfare Institute No. 3/2, often talks about expectant mothers, their
children, the way they speak about the ins and outs of their family lives, their relationship to the nuclear family
model, and in what way they are made to assimilate into their environment. Klári evokes the power relations at
her workplace by exposing the intricacies of the doctor–nurse hierarchy. These documentary film-like picture se-
ries, as in the case of Blossoming, Nights in the Boulevard, and This is Just Fashion, or the television series, The Week,
were realised through the already applied technique of “reportrait”. “The crew made tape recordings, among oth-
ers, with expectant women; they also visited a baptising ceremony with the pregnant women. The interviews
are accompanied by drawings. With this technique, we stayed true to a documentary style, and through the an-
imation the same documentary style was abstracted”, explained the film’s propagandist, István Juszuf Antal.42

Inserts of photo realism are seen at the beginning of the film – this was the prominent contemporaneous art ten-
dency in Hungary as well, let us consider, e.g., paintings by László Fehér (Subway, 1975) or László Méhes (Tepid
Water, 1973) – where, in a program on the black and white television set of the lessee, the widowed wife of Dr.
Bendegúz Jelenffy, sociologist Júlia Szalai is instructing the socialist viewers about the nuclear family model:
“Ideals in themselves do not bring about a change in a situation. Of course, different methodologies and demo-
graphic policies are applied to these ideals, but there are also many other ideals in a society.  The working mother,
the working woman, is an ideal. An ideal is to make the people move into the cities. To have them live in nice
flats and make the society develop. Oftentimes, all this together produces a conflict.”

41 Károly  Molnár, “Bubble Bath,” Új
Tükör [New Mirror], January, 1979. p. 37.
42 Lajos Hársing, “Itt a Habfürdô!” [He-
re’s the Bubble Bath!] An interview
with István Juszuf Antal, Füles, April 11,
1980.

Film stills from Bubble Bath, 1980
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The true meaning of this insert is only revealed at the end of the film; at this point it becomes evident that
this text could be seen as the real beginning of the film’s frame narrative, since at the end, the working mother
and the ideal of the working woman is presented from a different point of view: from that of a male. The film
investigates the issues of social positioning and social mobility in so far as the mother and infant welfare work-
ers in their twenties elucidate their relationships to the medical hierarchy (“doctors are the gods”, says Klári
mockingly as she is getting ready for her wedding, “the medical diploma is my heart’s desire”, both women
contend). We are introduced to the motivations of a 25-year-old single, who was already regarded as a spinster
at the time, and that of a 23-year-old young mother, who fight themselves through to a medical diploma; thus,
they socially rise to the honourable, ideal role of the working woman (and of a doctor). In the crossfire of ra-
tional female decisions stands the display artist male protagonist, who is filled with remorse due to the fact that
he is not even positioned on the social ladder (“I was humiliated by her family…”) so he suddenly refuses his
role as a future husband by acting in an unsympathetic and rebellious manner towards his marriage. The choice
of the certified display artist role is not a coincidence: it was taken from Kovásznai’s real life story as he con-
tended in his Self-Interview essay: “You stay unaffected by Pop?” “Not at all, I only got over it spontaneously and
much earlier. At a very young age, I had a manic wish to become a display artist; the commercials always had an almost

Photos showing the work process of the
film, Bubble Bath, 1979–1980. In addition
to the director, the photos show crew
members.

Model Irén Bordán posing for the shooting,
1979
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magical effect on me. By the time Pop itself arrived, I was already immune to it.”43 Furthermore, in the 1960s and
1970s, a lot of non-conformist, fine art oriented young people, who were not admitted to the Fine Arts Acad-
emy, enrolled in the Window Display Designer and Decorator School, which was also the place of an alterna-
tive art community. In this regard, the display artist profession is also seen as a substitute for the desired
professional artistic carrier, which in fact could never level with the respect and honour the artists were re-
garded with. Thus, all the three protagonists address their dissatisfaction regarding their social position. Zsolt
constructs a radically disparaging criticism about the social positioning of others, of the family of his fiancée,
and that of his own circle of friends: “I was humiliated. I was humiliated by her family, and on several occa-
sions, rudely and drastically, humiliated. It’s clear, isn’t it? The last time it was the warm-hearted Aunt Mag-
gie, hope she’ll go blind in both of her eyes. Last week she says Klári, `I saw your display artist in the display
of a drapery store on the boulevard, the poor soul was kneeling there with pins sticking out of his ass!´…Nice,
isn’t it?... Now tell me honestly, what does my ass have to do with any of this? Ha? Well this was the last drop.
Aunt Maggie’s comment was a stab in my heart. Or more likely, in my ass. Otherwise, it’s a lie. We have a
proper cushion for the pins. But pray you, what is, really, a `display artist´? I realise my own
designs, I am a decorator, to hell with this Godforsaken petit bourgeois bitch!” Following
this, Zsolt continues with a soul-jazz intonation, “Ultra-modern, decorator, artist and cre-
ator…Moderngizmo, Commercialgizmo, Boutiquegizmo, designgizmo, neongizmo, Visual
Artist, proud and sad, tele-communicative…” After this, Zsolt expresses his final opinion
about his new family setting, “These are plumbers, and electricians, millionaires; they are
choking in their own fat! This is hell incarnate for an artist!”

Despite the fact that in general, cartoons tend to rather typify than to individualise, all the
three main characters from Bubble Bath are highly developed personalities. There are no fic-
titious or fairy tale-like figures but only everyday, experienceable characters. Not only did
the introduction of documentary film elements lead us inevitably closer to the actors’ char-
acter portrayal, the interpretation of the presence of the autonomous paintings resulted in a
similar objective. Thus, it is through the application of a wide variety of devices that the film effectuates the de-
velopment of the characters’ personalities. One of these devices is the documentary evocation of ideals and
memories, accompanied by the freeze frame shots, which are often inserted as oil paintings into the film. Being
an experienced painter, Kovásznai, in certain situations, did not come up with the drawings of key figures for
the animators and the colourists, but he rather evoked the whole situation by defining the character’s actual
state through a separate oil painting. These paintings are made to freeze for a second on the screen, sometimes
they are followed by music, or sometimes a figure seen on the painting starts to talk with subtle movements of
the mouth. These painting inserts imbue the film with a wide array of surprising combinations resulting in a
stylistically rich production. 

Kovásznai and János Másik’s subtle, ironic humour permeates the entire audio-visual material. Whereas
his contemporaries did not understand this humour, today’s audiences clearly react to these ironic or comical
situations. This is what Kovásznai answered to the questions that arose in connection to the film’s use of hu-
mour: The mechanism of laughter has been a great interest of mine for a long time, the way it was so profoundly under-
stood by Feydeau, Károly Nóti, and last but not least, Ferenc Molnár. These are very important traditions that are worth
our attention to find out in what way they can be implemented in the field of cartoons, where their effect is not yet deter-
mined, thus they can be freely moulded into novel forms.44

What other factors play a role in the figures’ character development? The text and the dramaturgy are
definitely geared towards explicating the character’s inner development in order to make us see their deeper
motives. Oftentimes, these aspects are not made visible through their actions but rather through their dia-
logues. Besides the dialogue, there are many musical-song inserts, during which the characters are placed in
imaginary situations and relations/circumstances, such as the sexy doctor and her defenceless male patient, the
model Anni in a bathing suit and her gigolo suitor, Zsolt, at the Balaton Beach, and then we also see them as
performers in a show, or while dancing and singing in a dance club. This is how the real and fictional locations
are made to alternate, since they are also seen as essential constituents of the protagonists’ identity; the em-
bodiments of their sexual fantasies. Another stylistic element that determines our feelings about the characters
is the so-called graphic style. The artists gathered in groups of three were working towards grasping some
kind of an essence of the figures for a month and a half, so that through a realistic mode of depiction all the way

43 Kovásznai, ca. 1976. 
44 György Sas, “Kovásznai György rajz-
film-musicalje. Habfürdô” [György Ko-
vásznai’s Cartoon-Musical Bubble
Bath], Film, Színház, Muzsika, 11 August
1979, pp. 8–9
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to the threshold of total abstraction, they would be ready to authentically shape them in every situation.45 It
seems as if the characters were constantly made to metamorphose, sometimes they barely resemble their pre-
vious selves, so sometimes it is only through their spatial positioning that we understand that we see the same
person after all. In fact, this is the further development of the method of anima vérité which Kovásznai fre-
quently applied in his films from the 1970s: the figure gives an initial portrayal of his/her role, and then this
same portrayal is further developed through a series of variations in order to arrive at the intended irrational,
emotional, and expressive characteristics. Through this film, Kovásznai shows that it is after all possible to ar-
rive at an authentic character depiction through animation and he is able to accomplish this through different
moods and situations. It often happens that the character development is not accomplished through the de-
piction of the figure itself, but rather the synthesis of the vibrating background and the music is made to sug-
gest an internal change of mood or perception. This psychedelic mode of representation is in fact heir to the
English animation film Yellow Submarine (Kovásznai made the same reference to his colleagues) which is closely
connected to the psychedelic trends of the 1970s. The characters’ mode of depiction reveals a fine arts sensibility,
for the playful alternation of the figurative and non-figurative elements mostly remind us of Picasso, whom
Kovásznai often addressed through talking and writing, at times critically, at times with grand respect. At the
same time, Kovásznai was consciously aiming to fall outside of any possible classification. He created a per-
sonal graphical world by walking on his very own path. Woven from the web of surrealistic associations, his
figures often turn into unreal beings in the midst of talking or singing: this is the point where Kovásznai car-
ries the fictional potentialities abounding in the genre of animation to its last extremes: it is through this solu-
tion that he points out the essence to us, it is exactly through these metamorphoses of identity, and metastasis
of atmospheres that the viewer is made to mostly enjoy the possibilities of animation. The protagonists’ ab-
sorbed and wide-scaled visual character depiction is sharply contrasted with the removed, schematic, subtly
caricatured, non-metamorphosing graphical quality of the subjects of the documentary style interviews.

The picture compositions are based on the art-historical traditions, thus implementing the compositional
variations of still images instead of the classical compositional elements of a feature film; the latter alternates the
use of close-up/semi close-up and wide angles. The choice of colour is another essential element of the compo-
sition. It is worth noting what strong sense of space is created when the painted characters are made to move in
front of a neutral colour-toned background, while they are imbued with the emotional qualities of extreme colour-
tones. Even if it sounds as a commonplace, just like in his earlier films, Kovásznai was aiming to discover an as-
pect of concrete reality in this case as well. It is due to this reason that social problems are not addressed through
a general way, but rather the tangible problems of concrete individuals all together are made to outline a certain
question. In the following, let us consider a few examples of the accentuated questions and recurring problems: 

45 Károly Molnár, “Habfürdô” [Bubble
Bath], Új Tükör [New Mirror], January,
1979, p. 37.
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Through Zsolt and Anni’s conversation, the social merit of professions and their material recompense is
problematised. These problems shed light on the social hierarchies of the 1970s’ Hungary, namely the consider-
able differences in income due to `moonlighting´. “I’ve calculated that I would have to put aside my income of
twenty-two years in order to buy a flat”, complains Anni; while Zsolt also comes up with a housing problem: 
“I contributed eighty thousand forints to the down payment of our flat. Klári’s family added two hundred thou-
sand to this. The monthly instalments are to follow. The construction will officially take a year and a half. In re-
ality, three full years. And, until then? Either I move to her parents’ or she moves to mine´s. I lived with my mother
for forty years. What will happen once we have a child? This is a false endeavour anyhow.” The 25-year-old nurse
and the 40-year-old display artist are in a similarly difficult situation if they wish to create their own home. 

Klári and Anni’s conversation also evokes the apparent tension caused by social inequalities: “Bertalan,
it is going to be quite a slap in the face for you, because although you acknowledge my beauty, you belittle my
formal education! Saying that I’m a simple mediocre person!”, recounts Klári before the wedding. 

The inserts are realised in a documentary style where the idealised socialist nuclear family model is jux-
taposed with the lives of real families. The following is Kovásznai’s description of this work process in his
screenplay from 1978: Countless faces appear in front of us in the homes we visited (they are also cartoon faces, but
without exception, they were all made after real life models). Of course, they also talk, and in the same vein, their words
are fragments compiled from a larger original interview material. This dimension is exactly what Zsolt finds interesting
and stimulating; he feels quite well in these concrete microcosms. And precisely because all this is so vivid, vibrating, im-
bued with different motives, and limitless, that we feel that this cannot last for ever. 

These layers produce the film’s ethical interpretation, since they are made to reveal that besides the pres-
entation of the personal conflicts and relations, the film also aims to serve as a commentary on the Hungarian
social state of affairs around 1979. 

Those animation films that are based on a fine arts aesthetic are able to address social questions through
special means, which are unavailable in the genre of feature film and documentary film, or in the traditional
genres of fine art. Bubble Bath is the only such hybrid animation film realised in the time of socialism, that
utilises different documentary materials (written, voice material, photographs, and film) or their replayed ver-
sions as its basic foundation, and then through the tracing and animation of this material, a certain distance is
created as if the story were presenting an era’s everyday reality through a critical or grotesque lens. In the his-
tory of Hungarian feature-length animation, Áron Gauder’s animation film Nyócker [The District] (2004) comes
closest to this one; thus, it is not surprising that the director was greatly influenced by Kovásznai’s film. From
among the foreign films that share a similar sensibility, these are worth mentioning: Tray Parker, Matt Stone:
South Park: Bigger, Longer and Uncut (1999), Matt Groening: The  Simpsons (1987), William Kentridge: Black Box
(2005), Kara Walker: The End of Uncle Tom (1995), Marjut Rimminen: Blind Justice – Some Protection (1987), Chris
Landreth: Ryan (2004), Ana Husman: The Market (2006); Paul Fierlinger: Room Nearby (2003), Ari Folman: Waltz
with Bashir (2008).

The only way to understand Bubble Bath’s relationship to its own time is if we review the impact of the
film’s opening night. Every crew member and colleague, critic and friend remembers the film being a failure,
especially compared to the fact that the reception and the number of audiences of the earlier made feature-
length Hungarian cartoons was much more favourable. The expected pre-estimate was one million viewers
and a few awards. Instead of the expected numbers, Bubble Bath only attracted a few ten thousand spectators
and received no awards because it was never presented at film festivals. The general critique of the film was
that its dramaturgy was not good enough and that it was not humorous enough. In the Szikra (Spark) Cinema,
only professionals were present at the opening, but they did not get the jokes and were sitting in silence
throughout the entire screening, then left with a sign of indignation on their faces. Of course, we can contend
that thus far in Hungary they only presented such feature-length animation films that were meant for children.
These were fairytale adaptations based on a linear narrative. The audiences were awe-struck; the grandmoth-
ers, blushed from shame, were dragging their grandchildren out of the cinema, when Anni’s bra slipped down
for the second time. After this, the film’s distribution was not carried out in a usual manner: they only screened
it in a few remote cinemas with a few copies. According to many people, they never even gave it a chance. 

Here are some examples of the deriding, negative reviews:
“The filmmakers expect us to follow their complex psycho-philosophical reasoning and sociological ex-

cursuses. We the viewers would even gladly go along with this if the film would appropriately support us in
our kind attempt; suppose that if they would succeed in making us believe that the film had a proper action,

Photo of the premiere of the film, 
Bubble Bath, 1979–1980
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which would not need to be patched up from time to time with foreign materials. Firm formal starting points
would have brought about more concrete results; also it would have been better if the film’s dramaturgy had
been more rational and if they had not smuggled the theme of commercialism right back into the story.”46

“The cute little story is boringly banal, which would be a lesser problem in the case of a musical, but here,
the drawings and a few characters are not always dramaturgically justified. Sometimes the flashing and trans-
forming of figures takes over the story to such extent that they almost seem autotelic. (It is not recommended
for children!)”47

“Frankly speaking, it is already hard to understand why this feature-length musical cartoon is named Bub-
ble Bath. Even if we consider it from a figurative point of view, it is hard to discover who or what is bathed here
with or without bubbles, but this is the least of the problems. The whole thing is vague and at times even boring.”48

“There is nothing wrong with the story; a modern cartoon can handle as much. What in fact evokes our
antipathy is Bubble Bath’s rather eclectic instrumentation. The figures are `awkward´. The synthesisation of at-
mospheres and situations was also unsuccessful. The language’s coarseness (vulgarity) is also annoying. János
Másik’s music is discordant. Surely, with a more congruous dramaturgy, many of the film’s apparent faults
could have been redressed. Nonetheless, Bubble Bath is a new colour on a palette, but in terms of the history of
Hungarian cartoons, it would hardly be considered as a notable revolutionary step. It could be called a disco
film, since its sub-title is very disco music like: A Musical Special-Effects Film to the Rhythm of a Heartbeat. Bub-
ble bath, where the title is derived from, at the end seems to symbolise a mediocre bourgeois lifestyle, while the
whole film addresses this theme with an ironic overtone.”49

Although it was not typical at all, but I would like to mention two positive reviews as well, which give
a quality reading of Bubble Bath:

“This film is also a documentary, besides that its main genre is musical: a happy, musical cartoon about
today’s youth. It is mischievous, mocking, and enchanting. It struggles with serious questions but puts every-
thing in quotation marks, while with its distorted drawing style and with a real sense of mastery, it incorpo-
rates all that our century has produced in terms of painting: the Fauves and Picasso, the Surrealists, lyrical
abstraction and gestural painting, and of course (since the cartoon is its progeny): Expressionism. Those who
are familiar with modern art happily discover a Rippl- Rónai style landscape on a student’s wall, or an Im-
pressionist-like fog and vapour, or a colour vision appearing through the window, or at another time find the

Photos of the premiere of the film, 
Bubble Bath, 1979–1980

46 F. L: “Ezt láttuk még a moziban”
[This is something we saw at the mo-
vies], Film–Színház–Muzsika [Film, The-
atre, Music], 12 April 1980. 
47 Benedek, “Új magyar rajzfilm: Hab-
fürdô” [New Hungarian Cartoon:
Bubble Bath], Észak-Magyarország [North
Hungary], 29 April 1980.
48 “A mozik mûsorán a Habfürdô” [Part
of the movie repertoire, Bubble Bath],
Esti Hírlap [Night Chronicle], 15 April
1980.
49 József Veress, “Gondolatok a Hab-
fürdô bemutatásakor” [Thoughts on the
Launching of Bubble Bath], Kelet-Ma-
gyarország [East Hungary], 20 April 1980.
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50 István Kristó Nagy, “Voks a béka
mellett”, [One Vote for the Frog. Bubble
Bath], Filmvilág [Film World], 1980/4.
pp. 12–13.
51 Júlia  P. Szûcs, Bubble Bath, Népsza-
badság, April 13, 1980.

Film still from Bubble Bath, 1980

American Tobey’s circular abstractions evoked from the bubbles in a bathtub – and I could keep on listing
many more instances. This formalistic language is a natural and personal language for Kovásznai and his col-
leagues, just like the sociological inserts of the voice recordings use the original voices of the `dear parents´…,
while the images are comprised of the tasteful, but subtly caricatured animation of the original socio-pho-
tographs…We originally thought that depicting our present social reality through the means of animation was
impossible: we believed that reality could only be portrayed through the means of photographed film. And, if
a socially engaged depiction of reality is at all possible through modern art or through caricature, then it is also
possible through the medium of film! Uti figura docet! Surely, Kovásznai’s film also contains a significant aes-
thetico-theoretical lesson. Most importantly, animation film is able to produce a Gesamtkunstwerk, or more likely,
an artistic synthesis; thus, the film can express something which is not solely a tale or a spectacle, but an actual
social insight. Besides having the ability to humorously entertain people, it is simultaneously laden with im-
portant social themes… Bubble Bath is a unique experiment, and as a realisation it is definitely a success film,
which addresses everyone and says something to each of us. Maybe even this: You must change your life.”50

Perhaps the next review does not try to fit the wide pants of successful modernist art onto the film, but
it is nonetheless one of the positive and powerful echoes:

“Here, we are dealing with a genuine anti-tale. Contra-János vitéz [Johnny Corncob] and anti-Lúdas
Matyi [Mattie the Goose-Boy] with a contra-scheme and contra-tradition. To put all of this into an animation
film is more than a blasphemy. Only uninhibited `outsiders´ would dare to attempt something like this. (Luck-
ily, most of those who work with animation come from the outside.) [...] Walt Disney would be spinning in his
grave if he saw that in place of the one-dimensional cartoon heroes, we have here the psychologically unsta-
ble grandchildren of Mickey Mouse in their highly determined social status, battling with authentic real life
problems, who confess their desires and failures now in reports, now in songs, and now in preset dialogues. 

Blasphemy notwithstanding, Bubble Bath could have become a bad film. It could have also been heir to
circus productions, a miracle in the genre of taming, like a speaking dolphin. Why it did not end up as such is
due to the collective work of a head-in-a-cloud director, György Gábor Kovásznai, and his soberly professional
film crew: the musician János Másik, the director of photography Árpád Lossonczy, and the story editor Péter
Gál Molnár, on whose work the most depended. The four of them made us believe in the impossible: the case
of Zsolt Mohay’s `confinement to a small business entrepreneurship´ can only be imagined as an animation and
only as such enriched with song inserts.”51



THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ESSAY FORM

Besides his novel (Times, 1957–59), plays, short stories as well as a number of screenplays, Kovásznai also wrote
many essays starting from the 1960s, focusing mainly on philosophy and film theory. At the end of his life,
when he was confronted with a fatal illness, he decided to write a more extensive work, in which he would sum-
marise his life-long experience and thoughts about art – more specifically, he would address the theme of fine
art, animation, and film – and the state of the world that surrounded him. 

After careful consideration1, he chose the genre of the essay because it was the most appropriate for the
realisation of his goals, whose open, intellectual formal frame apt for experimentation would also determine
the text’s insight and the possibility of its interpretation. Thus, for a proper introduction of this complex work,
it is inevitable to examine what the use of the essay format really entails in this case. We are aware of the fact
that Kovásznai’s literary, philosophical, and fine arts erudition extended to the classical and the modern aes-
thetic fields as well as attested to a thorough knowledge of art history. When he aimed to summarise, he based
his writerly subjectivity on the extensive knowledge that was not exclusively tied to either of the genres or
artistic classifications, and that which he gathered and validated in his œuvre. 

With its exquisite language and style, this dynamic essay closely resembles his film, Bubble Bath, and the
structure of his latest painting series alike: it combines a documentary style with fictional elements. Facts and
sci-fi, sociological critique, and surreal games are made to alternate, while the work as a whole succeeds in de-
livering a sharp criticism of his time in terms of its cultural-political and artistic positioning. Péter Balassa2 con-

6.1. 
THE ESSAY THAT 

SUMMARISES 
THE ŒUVRE: 

HOMELAND 
ANIMATION. 

ADVENTURES WITH
TAKAMURA 

IN THE HUNGARIAN 
DISNEYLAND (1982)

1 According to György Matolcsy’s remi-
niscences, it took Kovásznai a long time
to decide which genre he would choose,
and after careful consideration he told
him with a sense of relief that he had fi-
nally decided that the essay form would
be the most suitable for this work. 
2 Péter Balassa (1947–2003) aesthete, lit-
erary critic, who extensively wrote on
Hungarian and international literature,
theatre, and film as well as aesthetics.
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sidered the essay as one of the critical intelligentsia’s legitimate vehicles of expression: “Thus, the `critical in-
telligentsia´ locution refers in a wider sense to the project of modernity, whereas I intend to refer to it in a more
narrow sense following the Kantian foundations, more specifically, in the sense of critical delimitation by con-
stantly reflecting on the validity between conditions and limitations. In this regard, the critical as such implies
a confrontation and a tricky mode of questioning, not in a prophetic-moralising-apocalyptic way as it was done
in the pre-critical archaic societies, but through the application of an analytical negativity and doubt.”3

It is extremely important in Kovásznai’s case to be aware of the intention of discourse, even though this
mode of expression is not unique to this essay. Here, however, it becomes more significant, as it was through
this essay that he devised his last big theoretical as well as literary work, which was – it is important to note –
published, unlike most of his written œuvre. Péter Balassa considered the Nietzschean essay style a metaphor-
ically dynamic attempt to seek balance, which at the same time appears under the guise of the most extensive
imbalance. In fact, Kovásznai’s writing, Homeland Animation, leaves us exactly with this impression: its daring
and accurate critical assumptions are clothed in metaphors and alternate with remarks of a personal tone and
associations of ideas that initially seem surprising and surreal. 

At the same place, Balassa quoted a fragment written by Musil in 1914 about the essay, which pertains
to this issue: “Ethics and aesthetics are associated with the word essay”, and “The strictest form attainable in
an area where one cannot work precisely...The essay seeks to establish an order. There is no total solution but
only a series of particular ones. But the essay does present evidence, and investigates. [...] This sudden coming
alive of an idea, this lightning-like re-forging of a great complex of feelings by means of the idea, so that one
suddenly understands the world and oneself differently: this is intuitive knowledge in the mystical sense. On
a smaller scale, it is the constant movement of essayistic thought... These are not exceptional functions, but on
the contrary, normal ones.”4 These observations also proved valid in the case of Kovásznai’s essay, just like
Balassa’s closing thought from the previously mentioned text: “[...] the essay discourse reflecting on the con-
stant movement between the ethical and the aesthetic is nothing other than an aspiration for the most openly
shared conversation and polemic, in other words, political in every respect – für das Leben.” It is exactly ac-
cording to this principle that Kovásznai intends to create a discoursive space within the framework of the con-
troversies and dialogues featured in Homeland Animation.

In his writing, Kovásznai referred to Theodor W. Adorno on several occasions, thus we can assume that
he would agree with Adorno’s notions about the essay as well. In relation to Theodor W. Adorno’s writing en-
titled The Essay as Form5, it is worth noting the firm control, and at the same time, the liberated form and the
thus derived structure of the text. In Kovásznai’s text, the essay functions as a riverbed upholding the flow of
the ramifying mental processes, while being capable of embracing the text even if its mode of expression is
neither clearly scientific nor clearly artistic. The free mentality that penetrates the œuvre is also manifest here,
since Kovásznai is searching for a mould for his content. “The most prominent masters of essay writing from
Montaigne through Hume all the way to Walter Benjamin made most apparent that, although there is little
chance for a complete freedom when dealing with a subject matter, nevertheless the essay as a form allows for
an exceptional opportunity to set us free from the thought-confining thoughts.6

Homeland Animation is based on experimental thinking, through which Kovásznai repeatedly tries to
demonstrate the existence of our parallel realities, parallel truths, and parallel possibilities of solution. In respect
to the disintegration of the modernist meta-narrative, and the consequences of the emergence of the new me-
diatised consumer culture, Kovásznai shares Adorno’s ideas on many levels to such an extent that the think-
ing in terms of fragments also appears in the concepts of “reality fragment” or “Hiroshima crack”  (Homeland
Animation, parts 4 and 6). Adorno’s thoughts on this matter are aptly addressed by Béla Bacsó7, which we may
find useful here: “the essay `thinks in terms of fragments (er denkt in Brüchen), just as reality itself is also frag-
mentary, and it only finds its totality through these fragments and not by attempting to level them´. The essay
is not fragmented because its style was thus developed, but because what it intends to reveal is an object that
is made manifest in the midst of these fragments and through these very fragments, and whose totality would
result in the annihilation of the critique of knowledge.”8

3 Péter Balassa, Für das Leben?About the
Essay.
http://www.epa.hu/00000/00002/000
70/balassa.html. The date of the down-
load: 17 June 17 2009.
4 Ibid.
5 Theodor W. Adorno, “The Essay as
Form,” Notes to Literature, Volume One.
Trans. Sherry Weber Nicholsen (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1991). 
6 Béla Bacsó, “Szabaddá válni a gondo-
latot fogva tartó gondolatoktól” [To Set
One Free from the Thought-Confining
Thoughts. Élet és Irodalom [Life and Liter-
ature], Vol. 52, No. 17, 25 April 2008.
7 Béla Bacsó (1952) is a philosopher and
aesthete, the director of the Institute of
Art Theory and Media Studies at the
Eötvös Loránd University of Sciences,
Budapest.
8 Ibid.
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THE NARRATIVE OF THE ESSAY

The subtitle, Adventures with Takamura in the Hungarian Disneyland refers to the fact that the text is going to
guide us through a social event with two protagonists: the narrator, or Kovásznai himself (he was 48 at the
time he wrote this work) and Takamura (50 years old) the Japanese animation artist living in Denmark, who
visits Budapest accompanied by his Hungarian wife Erzsike (Lizzie), based on preliminary arrangement, in
order to prepare for a co-production. The location is Budapest as well as many other settlements of Hungary.
It takes place at the time that the text was written, in the second half of 1982. Kovásznai died half a year after
he had written this piece.

The story is simple and realistic; it serves to address the problems that Kovásznai intended to theorise,
in a form of a dialogue. The writer himself divided the text into 13 parts (without subtitles); thus, for the pur-
pose of analysis it is worth giving a brief overview of the individual parts.

1. Following a previous letter arrangement, Kovásznai and Takamura meet in Budapest in order to col-
laboratively make a “reality-based animation”, or in other words, “social cartoon”. Right away, he makes the
basic conflict apparent: the Japanese colleague is sceptical about the film’s marketability, as for him, the “chil-
dren-dumbing reindeer herds” always worked well. Despite all, he starts working on the collaborative project.

2. They pay a visit to family B. for the occasion of their housewarming party in Tatárszentgyörgy (a vil-
lage in Central Hungary). According to the Japanese colleague, this in itself is not interesting enough: he would
add action-film elements to the documentary film base.

3. Drawing and watercolour painting together on the bank of the Danube River (which divides Budapest
into a Buda and a Pest side). The conjuring of the spirit of fine arts in order to help Takamura rid himself of the
“children-dumbing reindeer”.  They are slowly building a bridge towards each other.

4–5. The discussion of important art theoretical questions: what is the essence of representation and
image making?

6. The analysis of character design. In relation to this, the receiver’s (the ten-forint-worth viewer’s)9 cri-
tique and the analysis of the Cold-War Kulturkampf are addressed: the cultural conflict between Western and
Eastern Europe, then between the USA and Europe, is the topic of the discussion.

7. A mandatory, collective visit to the subsidiary company of Disneyland in Budapest beside the City
Amusement Park. In order to explicate the existing problems in relation to the Disney films, the main protag-
onists find themselves in seven different metaphorical and simultaneously physical spaces: 1. Social-role coun-
selling in the foyer. 2. A Hungarian country tavern scene with puppets, The Gloomy Hungarian10 and Louis XIV.
3. A hall with the sign, “Reflection became mundane in our modern era”, written on its door. 4. “The Ponder-
ous Insane” hall complex. 5. “Problems Concerning the History of Ideas” – hall series. 6. “The Big Gnoseolog-
ical Show”. 7. “The Many-Headed Dragon” Life and Existence Philosophy Show.

8. Kovásznai shows newspaper clippings to Takamura that contain quotations from the natural sciences.
It is with these clippings that he intends to reinforce the juxtaposition of the narrowness of the “traditional
quantitative” world concept with the spaciousness of the “new, qualitative” concept of the universe. They de-
cide to move a step further in their (filmic) cultural criticism towards denunciation.

9. Once again, they pay a visit to each of the families affiliated with family B. all across the country, cre-
ating visual and audio documentations about them. Later on, they analyse the material at the Hilton Hotel. In
connection to this, they make a comparison between the Faust–Hamlet family and the family B., conceived as
human symbols and family types. 

10. Visiting family B. beside the city of Gyôr (North-West Hungary): the symbolic unveiling of high cul-
ture and popular culture in Hungary. The household farming11 arrogance.

11. Takamura, his wife Erzsike, Kovásznai, and his three alter egos (whom he addresses as his friends) are
discussing the film plan. They are analysing the footage created about family B., and in relation to this, they are
expressing their contentions about important art theoretical and political questions, many times opposing each
other or engaging in heated debates.

12. The conversation continues at the Hilton between the same characters from the previous part. Here,
the conjuring of Walt Disney’s spirit takes place, who enters the room and holds a speech about the world’s spir-
itual-cultural situation as he escorts the participants to the Halls of Meta-Temporality.

13. Conclusion.

9 The ten-forint-worth viewer is a refer-
ence to the average price of movie tick-
ets at the time. (Trans.’s note)
10 The Gloomy Hungarian is a reference
to the much-analysed Hungarian
gloomy psyche, susceptible to depres-
sion and suicide, a frequent theme of
Hungarian literature and arts since the
early 20th century. One of its well-
known manifestations is the “Hungar-
ian suicide song”, Gloomy Sunday,
composed in 1933 by Rezsô Seress to
the lyrics of László Jávor, which became
reinterpreted by famous international
singers, including Paul Robeson (1935)
and Billie Holiday (1941). (Trans.’s note)
11 Household production was a form of
private entrepreneurship permitted, or
even prescribed, in the Eastern Bloc (in
Hungary after 1953), whereby those
who were members of co-operative
farms, were allowed to produce their
own food in small plots of land belong-
ing to the co-operative farms (often
their own formerly collectivised prop-
erty). (Trans.’s note)
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THE PREVALENT THEORETICAL PROBLEMATISATIONS OF THE ESSAY

Kovásznai’s critical problematisations could be interpreted in relation to the Cold-War Kulturkampf. In fact,
every single, seemingly autonomous question area is connected to the rest in the dimension of “competition”.
Kovásznai’s interdisciplinary point of departure, back in 1982, addresses the idea that some of the areas of dis-
ciplines need to be interpreted in the common cultural space as a whole. This type of interpretation considers
two different directions: the problematisation of certain vital questions should be carried out on the one hand
according to the ̀ grids´ that the writer encounters while writing, and on the other, along the ̀ grids´ that the con-
temporary interpreter perceives. In the following, both standpoints are going to be given an equal consideration.

The essay is based on a discussion between a leftist intellectual artist living in Hungary and a Japanese
living in Denmark, who made a fortune through commercial graphics, and who is seen as a mixture of “Mr.
Businessman from the West” (“reality-based animation is un-saleable”) and a visual artist with a Japanese iden-
tity (“Europeans do not understand the reality of Hiroshima”). In this regard, the central focus of the debate is
based on the interpretation of the juxtaposition of the East and the West, which is derived from many different
aspects in the text. Besides the main concern, i.e., the conflict between the capitalist and the socialist bloc (e.g.,
Faust–Hamlet family vs. family B.), the confrontation of Europe with North America (e.g., Hollywood movie
vs. European art film) is also addressed. Furthermore, at times we also find references to the existing conflicts
between Japanese/Far Eastern cultures and the much distinct European culture as a whole (the perception and
judgement of the Hiroshima tragedy).

In order to corroborate the philosophical and aesthetical critique of Western society and culture, he pri-
marily quotes the thoughts of the previously mentioned member of the Frankfurt School, philosopher and aes-
thetician Theodor W. Adorno. Along these lines, we find out in the third part that, in Paris, Takamura was a
student of Adorno, who “believed that the only way to salvage art was determined by the presupposition of
an ultimate crisis”. Kovásznai – who was lead by the incentive to reform Marxism and understand modernism
– shared the same platform with Adorno in that he regarded mass culture from the point of view of high art.
(See part 11: “Disney, the Master, raided art history with the technological arsenal of mass media” – just like
Stalin, who was also addressed as Master.) On several occasions, Adorno’s thoughts are echoed also in the way
Kovásznai criticises the influence of capitalist society on the artistic production. The nature of his questioning
is also Adornian: is art going to subsist in the late capitalist world? Is not art, as the a priori producer of a crit-
ical vision, threatened by the commodified mass society? Is art going to be able to contribute in the future to
the transformation of mass society so that it would be liveable and acceptable from an artistic point of view as
well? Through several passages in the text, in the vein of Adorno, Kovásznai also seeks to explicate the way in
which the new, comfort-oriented mass culture has changed the mode of creation and reception/consumption
of an artwork (“the ten-forint-worth viewer” – part 6). At this point, he voices his fears about the fact that in
mass culture – which spread its domain over both sides of the Cold War – art has become just another spe-
cialised sector of industry in the service of leisure time (in part 12: “Can’t you notice that you invested some-
thing with seriousness, which is no longer worthy of its reception?”). The critique of Western consumer culture
runs through the entire text, at many places reminding us of Guy Debord’s arguments from his 1967 book So-
ciety of the Spectacle12 (“The super-spectacle bearing the inscription, Big Gnoseological Show, was visible there”
– part 7). On the other hand, Heideggerian cultural criticism is also present in the text (part 7: “Was not there
something revealing in this cognitive rage – and against Disney’s will, who always had the greatest respect for
high culture – which even involuntarily seemed to justify the Heideggerian critique regarding the utilitarian,
quality oriented attitude of the West-European cognition...”)

After acknowledging the failure of the avant-garde in Western Europe, in relation to the critique of the
neo-avantgarde (in part 4) he specifically refers to Adorno’s contention, according to which the cognitive func-
tion is suspended for the benefit of the ideological function. This thought is rendered even more palpable in the
course of a dialogue spiced with stinging irony in part 7, with the following sign written on a hall entrance, “Re-
flection became mundane in our modern era”. Adorno is once again called to mind in the salient critique of the
relationship between psychoanalysis and mass culture; for example, in part 7, where, at the Disneyland sub-
sidiary company in Budapest, “Social-role counselling” is provided to the visitors, right in the foyer. This in fact
echoes Adorno’s important contention, according to which Freud’s scientific explanation of the subconscious
and the mechanism of dreams made it possible for the producers of culture to scientifically manipulate their
audiences (see the beginning of part 7: “The dear lady emphasised that this was about scientifically justified

12 Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle
(Detroit: Black and Red, 1983).
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modern roles.”) Furthermore, Kovásznai also shares Adorno’s views when he contends that Hollywood film,
functioning as an industry, presents the emotions as already satisfied dreams of the consumers (“the ten-forint-
worth viewer” – part 6).

One of the most important aesthetic problematisations of the essay is based on the contention that in
Western and Eastern Europe alike, the classical, real genre disappeared; or more specifically, it is hard to de-
termine what is actually meant by representation. This question can only be posed in this form because the
same modernity determined the parameters of artistic activity in Western and Eastern Europe. The Cold War
as a common basis for comparison is what allows for the collation of the cultural productions within the same
system of coordinates. The modernist aesthetics made its genre theory applicable on both sides of the Cold
War. According to the essentialist standpoint, the media are either not at all, or just hardly permeable. The main
stipulation of Kovásznai’s critique of modernity is that the genres could not be made to function if they are iso-
lated from each other. Once again, Adorno becomes an important point of reference in this regard, whose fa-
mous concept of the “fraying” of the boundaries of the arts is seen as the first important questioning or critique
of the impermeability of different genres. 

“In recent times the boundaries between the different arts have become fluid, or, more accurately, their
demarcation lines have been eroded. [...] Whatever tears down the boundary markers is motivated by histori-
cal forces that sprang into life inside the existing boundaries and then ended up overwhelming them. […] This
process plays its no doubt considerable role in the antagonism between progressive, contemporary art and the
so-called wider public. Where boundaries are violated, fear may easily provoke a defensive reaction to misce-
genation. […] Attempts to give a definite answer to the priority of art or the arts come mainly from cultural con-
servatives…Conservative, and certainly reactionary, thinking always wants to separate the sheep from the
goats, and recoils from the idea of objective contradictions in phenomena themselves. […] The erosion of the
arts is almost always accompanied by the attempts by works of art to reach out toward an extra-aesthetic re-
ality.” And as if in his study Adorno had based his conclusion about film on the “reality-based animation” that
Kovásznai advocated: “Whereas by its immanent laws, film tries to rid itself from any resemblance to art – as
if that contradicted its own aesthetics – by its very rebellion it becomes and expands art.”13

Finally, the critique of the Greenbergian genre demarcations lead us from Adorno through Kovásznai all
the way to Rosalind Krauss’ writing from the 1990s, entitled Post-Medium Condition,14 according to which in
post-mediality, there is such a degree of permeability between the genres that the prominent genre theory of
classical modernity loses its viability; the constraint of medium specificity no longer applies here. 

The different genre problematisations (part 11) in Homeland Animation are in many ways helpful since
they enable us to better understand Kovásznai’s interdisciplinary œuvre. In fact, this theoretical framework
enabled him to continue his earlier multi-directional artistic practice and, at the end of his life, create a monu-
mental painting series (1981–1983), a documentary-style animation film (Reportrait, 1982), a philosophical essay
as well as a number of film scripts  (e.g., Candide, 1982) at the same time.

GYÖRGY KOVÁSZNAI
Homeland Animation. Adventures with Takamura 
in the Hungarian Disneyland

1.
To hell with the reindeers, I grumbled, as my friend Takamura, the animation artist of a Japanese descent living in

Denmark, was already sketching the tenth game animal.
Alas, I cannot draw reindeers, I said, to which the Master immersed in his work muttered something like, well it

happens. 
If this artist is also a West-European businessman, why does he handle our precious time like a Buddhist monk?

Half of the morning was only spent so that Takamura could depict his routinish-finical little animals on white ivory paper.
The reindeers were followed by little preening birdies on snowy pine branches. Because of my short-sightedness, I was
never able to observe a single bird in a detailed manner. The little beavers and martens only escorted them through to the
rearing kitschy samurai steeds, which would surely have had a great success on the third channel of a Singapore or a
Philippine television.

Hortobágy, said Takamura, Hortobágy.15

He was introduced to the tourist attraction, the Hungarian steppe, by Mrs. Takamura, born Erzsébet Erdélyi, and
since then he has been unable to shed this memory. My friend was drawing with his left hand and elevated elbow, he was

13 Theodor W. Adorno, “Art and the
Arts,” Can One Live After Auschwitz? 
A Philosophical Reader, ed. Rolf Tiede-
mann. (Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 2003).
14 Rosalind E. Krauss: Post-Medium Con-
dition – A Voyage on Art in the Age of the
North Sea. (Thames and Hudson, 1999).
15 Hortobágy is Hungary's largest pro-
tected area, and the largest natural
grassland in Europe. (Trans.’s note)
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holding the pencil the same way as Hokusai held the brush, and his black hair fell over his forehead. The man in his fifties,
sitting in front of the window, resembled a diligent high-school student. I was desperate: could the Japanese have forgot-
ten our written arrangement, according to which he would come to Budapest so that with joint forces we would construe
a reality-based animation, in order to make contemporary people come alive in their palpable liveliness? 

Takamura, I cannot draw horses either.
The pencil stood still in his hands for a moment. He took off his glasses, and massaged his tired eyelids.
These animals are very beautiful, but do not forget that we intended to make a social cartoon.
Love and devotion suffused his tiny figure.
How could I have forgotten! Only, such cartoons are very hard to sell. Very-very hard!
He amicably waited for me to perhaps start arguing. I could not argue about film marketing, so I rather stayed

quiet. (Out of courtesy, one last time I shall visit them here at the Hilton. Perhaps, I will take them down to Pécs16 to see
Csontváry’s work. It was a waste of money to have them come here. As it seems, life-animation served as the bait, while
the children-dumbing reindeers are belling in the background.)

And then suddenly, sadly, regretfully, and a bit aged he moaned:
We may give it a try though.
There was a hidden sign of reproach in his wife’s smile. I am surely going to ruin her husband.
I stayed quiet. I thought this would be the professional attitude at a moment like this. 

2.
The Mercedes with the Danish licence plate was only driven by Erzsike. Takamura was sitting beside her, observ-

ing the landscape, while he was wringing his fingers decorated by rings. The new family house stood in the vicinity of

Large Yellow Composition, 1983 (detail), 
oil on canvas, 150 × 300 cm, unsigned

16 Pécs is a city in Southern Hungary,
where the Csontváry Museum can be
found, which houses the majority of
Tivadar Csontváry Kosztka’s œuvre.
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Tatárszentgyörgy; we came to attend the housewarming event. The B. family swarmed the front of the house. Of course,
our cartoon-camera could only function in our imagination, since this genre is unable to directly record the passing, fleet-
ing, vanishing, ephemeral moments. After the pleasant visit, on our way home in the car at night, Takamura was talking
about the B. family with a sense of wonder and respect. Seeing the cartoon, as an experience, he felt that the B. family was
a potential basis for a big story. The reality-based animation was right at the threshold. But it needs to be made a bit more
interesting. He asked me what I would think if during the dinner the B. family was attacked and taken hostage by an
armed Roma gang and this would result in the most exciting and original intrigue in the Hungarian steppe.

It wouldn’t work, I replied on the verge of tears, it’s not typical.  
All right, what about this? In Budapest at the Communist Party’s Central Committee, a palace revolution breaks

out and one of the fleeing politicians finds a refuge at the B. family. Perhaps in 1956? Isn’t this good enough either?
After this, the master contemplated for a long time with closed eyes, and then suddenly, as if he had been enlightened:
Isn’t this one of the East–West heroin-routes?
I believe, the problem lies in the human sign-transmission system, I answered. By then I had understood that the

world would have been devoid of problems if the different citizens of the world had not indulged in an ongoing dialogue of
the deaf.

Takamura was a bit crestfallen. I should not think that he is unaware of what existentialist loneliness really means.

3.
In the following days, we both started to draw human figures. I tried to loosen up the Master by referring to Uta-

maro and Hokusai. He yielded.
He was sentimental at the bottom of his heart. He studied philosophy and aesthetics at Sorbonne, and then later in

New York, he was trained as an actor. He made his living by doing commercial graphics. 
Why did he settle down in Denmark, how did he become rich, and why exactly did he start to make cartoons? That

I was unable to decipher. He met his wife Erzsike, a journalist at the time, at a film festival.
In order to banish the memory of reindeers, we needed to conjure the spirit of the fine arts, but this was naturally

quite difficult in this semi-business situation. We were restless and trying to find ourselves. 
The innocence of the participants was painfully missing in order for us to create the intimacy of “painters between

each other”. I followed the Master around with respect, who devoted three hours to the Museum of Fine Arts. He was some-
what weary that after experiencing a large number of masterpieces he would be surfeited by art. I felt by now that it was
only out of a sense of duty that we still kept on building a bridge towards each other, but without much hope. Takamura
bravely risked his dignity as a successful fifty-year-old businessman by striving to move within a foreign cultural terrain,
where he could not be sure if art was not still considered to be one of the important life sacraments. All this had seemed
much simpler during his years in Paris. It was Adorno who contended that the pre-condition for art was determined by
the presupposition of an ultimate crisis. 

4.
The next day, the Taoist bohemian suddenly awoke within Takamura. All through the morning – being the two loaf-

ing artists! – we were sitting in the spring breeze on the stairs of the Danube River bank17 making aquarelles. Two steps
above us, Erzsike was making sandwiches. In the afternoon, we reviewed the fruit of our work at the Hilton suite. “Repre-
sentation is what is necessary” – that was the lesson – “once more, anew, without further ado, representation is what is nec-
essary.”

Representation? Image creation? Interpretation of the spectacle?
Yes, Sir, my wife placed that tiny blossoming branch in the water glass. Here in this hotel, we are conjuring Van

Gogh’s human goodness as it is usually done with the spirit of the ancestors. And let us quote Plato here, who believed that
love precedes knowledge. The tiny branch in the water glass. This simple sensuality is everything. Painting is exactly
this, nothing more. Let us open our hearts to all things. If I understood it correctly, you are also involved in representa-
tion.

Yes, but does this word still mean anything?
Takamura was standing in front of a window facing the Danube River bank. He lit a cigarette.
Naturally, it means the authentic representation of the Hungarian Parliament, which is one of the world’s most

beautiful buildings, a fantastic fairy palace, which urgently needs to be reproduced in Tokyo as well. It shall often serve as
a background in our cartoon. 

His words resounded as a hollow sound in the gaping abyss between us. 
In 1945, Takamura was thirteen years old, and they were living in a small place in the prefecture of Hiroshima. Al-

though they did not see the mushroom cloud, they saw the people who escaped from those areas.

5.
Representation? Nothing is more topical. For back then in 1945, the unrepresentable was already present. Paul

Klee, whose representational art was based on signals from beyond the universe, died in 1940. Four years later, the child
17 A typical romantic venue in Bu-
dapest.
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Takamura was able to perceive those cosmic signals through his senses. It is time for us Europeans to understand that Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki are not some sci-fi legends or worn-out political slogans, but curious, brand-new, and real fragments
of reality. This event, according to him, rendered artistic abstraction as such essentially senseless. Or, to say the least, the
time is ripe for its rethinking. (Takamura’s strong spectacles emitted a powerful flash. He once again became a debate-pro-
voking student from Sorbonne.) But we could dig even deeper. It is easy to find a standpoint from which to view the ex-
plosion as a thing of Kantian importance. It was the work of such a power that, as a fundamental gnoseological turn, for
the first time in history, cracked the shell of the “noumenon”, as it were, and through it came gushing a new reality. Are
you blind, you Europeans, so that you are unable to see it? The West, steeped in its hedonistic-narcissistic self-pity
and “twilight” oblivion, is still thinking in hundred, or even two-hundred-year-old formulas. This is why there is no rep-
resentation. Dear artist gentlemen, you have stupefied yourself in the midst of your avant-gardism. The aesthetic instru-
ments have become desensitised or coarse to such an extent that they are only able to resonate through the noisiest of
fashion trends. By compromising the spectacle, malevolently, they have equated the kitsch-spectacle with the authentic-
spectacle, a deed that could only be accomplished with the help of the intentionally desensitised or coarse instruments. Noth-
ing makes neo-avantgarde more horrified than the nuances (subtleties, overtones); that is, the very elements that could once
again recover the agency of the immanent spectacle, since they would be able to distinguish it from the kitsch-spectacle.
The suspension of the cognitive function in favour of the ideological function that Adorno identified could be accepted
from a class-conscious standpoint, but there are nonetheless deeper reasons as well. 

Yes, it is so, I replied. Anyone who would attempt to base the arts once again on “observation” would be ridiculed
to the same degree as the one who would, let’s say, attempt to “delight”. 

Yes, yes. The avant-garde was good until the twenties, he continued, or until Guernica, the latest. Because, it is
until then that it represented. The German canker, the effects of “Gleichschalting” was unfortunately felt everywhere else
as well, even in the case of the best ones. This was somehow part of the age. Roosevelt also created a totalising state power,
while Stalin was Stalinising. It is not incidental that Picasso started to weaken from the thirties on (compared to the twen-
ties when he was still superb!), to become schematic, poster-like, shallow, versatile, noisy, and boasting. The tribulations
of representation have reached their pinnacle in our present age; art in the West has openly become a business. The car-
toon could perhaps be stirred by the touch of new reality gushing in from that crack. But this requires such devotion that,
even if the director has it, it cannot be demanded from an entire crew. And the noisy global milieu cunningly makes sure
to annihilate all devotion. Are there thirty animators still to be found who, even at the price of their lives, would take on
the task to gush forth into existence? Would they not be choked, out of sheer jealousy, by the ones who are well aware of
the fact that they have already lost their chance to burst out of their alienation?

You are rightfully distressed, I said, you are well acquainted with animation.

6.
Later on, during the analysis of the character designs, the group picture’s laughter is once again revived from its

frozen memory in front of the B. family’s house. Beside the grey, torn bush, and a gravel heap, stands a still unplastered
brick wall, the mother-in-law moves into the frame, further away there is a tree, as if it had appeared on the scene with a
delay. As always, the photo paper is a bit warped, we pin it onto the studio wall, so that we can study it while smoking,
and manage to make a nice insightful work, which would also be considered as a marketable animation for a customer, who
is only accidentally, but luckily, Mr. Takamura from Copenhagen. At this point, that is, during the phase of the character
construction, we already started to favour the B. family, which is extremely dangerous, just as any sentimentalism is,
against which any professional would always warn you. Enamoured amateurs were never able to ensnare the astute, pleas-
ure-seeking recipient. (A beautiful word! I wonder who invented it.) And as if the ten-forint-worth viewers were al-
ready threateningly approaching from the Grand Boulevard’s cacophonic noise, with a determined lust for entertainment
(which is their true right!), with their bestial tongue clicking and lip licking, in order to pit their cynicism and arrogance
against the director’s. They seem quite well informed, because it is with great self-confidence that they tend to quote the
Brechtian saying, “You can’t dismiss the people!” (Despite all, this fine crowd would never have the slightest intention to
watch a Brechtian film, as they know that they have the right to demand the most shocking Western films.)

Takamura, who was both a destructive teenager and an authority-respecting adult, referred to the West Coast with
a sense of fright. I only understood it later that he was referring to the Californian World-Empire of Film.

They are going to trample on us. They are going to devour us, he warned me smilingly. The cartoon is not adequate
anyway. Only live-action film is adequate. Presently, the West Coast is led to encompass every life and market experience
of the late capitalism one last time, concocting all the brutality of a Western with all of Brando’s decadence. The concoc-
tion is intoxicating. They have already perverted the viewers into drug addicts. The art of the drug trade is in their little
finger, they know very well how to make people addicted to things. The B. family from Tatárszentgyörgy? Hahaha! The
only way they would awaken the interest of the West Coast is if the hopelessness of the socialist regime was demonstrated
with some small, transparent parable. The fact that we intend to finally portray (!!) the B. family, thus to bring our mod-
els unmanipulated to life – is as inconceivable for them as a kind of sign for two-dimensional beings, which would be
brought to them by three-dimensional beings. At most, they should understand that it is basically and ontologically of-
fensive to their existence, and they would either run away screaming, or they would look through the whole thing with an
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expressionless face. But what exactly do we intend to do with the cinema which, we have to admit, is after all their little,
sweet child? The film is the natural medium of the American individual who could be mobilised to the degree of an ad-
venture. It is geographically confined. For what the viewer really pays is to be able to travel to America for an hour and
a half, and from the safety of a Budapest, Bucharest or Copenhagen auditorium, they can identify themselves with those
who are able to move on a much wider – American – playground. This is the ten-forint-worth freedom, which is worth ex-
actly this much, but it sells nonetheless, because oftentimes this is the most you can get. This is why the Eisenstein, Buñuel,
or Resnais film code was unable to break through, because in the dimension of the cinema – and this is exactly the reason
why it was invented! - horizontal adventure is what has exclusively been known and pursued; whereas they are horri-
fied from the vertical type of adventure as the devil is from the holy water, because they are well aware that it would bring
their demise. The essence of art, the enigma, in their case, is exhausted by the surprises of the stock exchange. The tran-
scendence of “Last Year in Marienbad” is inconsumable. The so-called “art films” of the Coast are the masks of hypocrisy.
The dramaturgical rule of the psychophysical shock perverts the viewers into drug addicts. And they will gradually require
a higher dosage. This World Empire of Film does not give a damn about the new phenomena awaiting representation,
which are pouring in from the Hiroshima crack, as well as being terrified of the beginning of a new cosmic world era; al-
though it is written in the stars.

This film empire is operating a fascinating apparatus of self-justification, compared to which our propaganda ap-
paratuses are quite inconsequential. As a selfish, spoiled child, it forces the world to follow its narcissistic self-pity in a daze.

7.
A professional iron law: for the creation of a new work, the artists are unable to circumvent the magical world of

Disney.
Let us thus assume that beside the Amusement Park in the Budapest City Park, there exists a subsidiary company

of Disneyland, and as could be expected from genuine cartoon animators, we did not pry deeply into the situation with
Takamura whether all this was reality or a mere symbol. Suppose that the classical master of cartoon drawing adjusted the
design of this subsidiary company to match the local Hungarian tastes and traditions, the way, e.g., the Hiltons built their
hotel to compliment the medieval Castle Quarter in Buda. Thus, it is here that we needed to take a pilgrimage in order to
gather some professional experience. 

In the bright, air-conditioned foyer of Disneyland in the City Park, we were instantly received with a kind service.
A very kind, professional counsellor lady was providing social role-counselling for the general public completely free.
“What individual character matches with what little role?”

We stood there with Takamura and widely opened our eyes. The kind counsellor lady was very kindly illustrat-
ing the roles with the help of the perfectly manufactured, life-size, electronic, mechanic, walking-talking-behaving dolls,
with whom one was free to identify on the spot. Several guests from the country were happy to identify right away, and
happily bidding farewell, they were soon to leave for home on their Zhiguli cars.18 The kind lady emphasised that this was
about scientifically justified modern roles. The mechanical dolls were great impersonations of the behavioural patterns.
Right at the time of our arrival, they were working on reiterating the following fashionable roles:

“A Lady at the Gynaecologist”, “A Lady at the Hairdresser”, “A Lady at the Supermarket with a Modern Pram and
Baby”, “The Head Physician at the Ward”, “A Committed and Professional Patient at the Social Health Care Centre”, “Divorced
Parents, as High Calibre, Resolute Enemies”, “Amidst a Big Commotion, a Divorced Daddy Brings a Present to His Child, which
is Awaited with a Contemptuous Stare from the Mother”, “A Private Driver at the Gas Station”, “A Private Driver at the Car
Service”, “A TV Interview Subject”, “The Cocky, Little Brother-In-Laws at Family Dinner. Who is Building a Bigger Family
House? Who Has the County Council in His Grip?”, “Taxi Driver on the Super Surface”, “The Night-Herald Seller as a Bearded
Prophet with a Stone Tablet”, “The Fine Artist, Posing to Be Dumber than He Is, Arm in Arm with the Aesthete, who is Pos-
ing to be Smarter than He Is”, “A Speculator Speeding along in His Car with his Business Partner Lover, with a Silver Neck
Chain on His Hairy Chest (knitted clothing, suckling pig, scraps, tripe-lungs-haslets-purchasing)”.

Once again, an even bigger supply of the self-righteous technocrats was delivered. This year, the artist roles are also
very popular. The kind lady informed me about the fact that only today, three kind, young men identified themselves with
the “Sculptor Sporting a Walrus Moustache Like that of the Peasant Leader Dózsa”.

After this, the lady was kind enough to take me to the storage where she pointed out a few character-role dolls that
were now starting to go out of fashion. For example: “The Big Evil Functionary, who achieves self-realisation by auto-
matically saying no to every initiative, and although he is well aware of what he is doing, he is almost moved by this ex-
perience, because with this act he is fulfilling the higher truth of history, who knows why.”

Although pleasant disco music was playing, we felt that it was time to move further into the enchanted castle.
Immediately at the entrance on the right, they try to please the visitors with an original Hungarian country tav-

ern scene. Two perfect, mechanical puppet characters! We can see the mechanically repetitious movement of “The Gloomy
Hungarian and Louis XIV!” Louis provokes the Gloomy Hungarian so that he starts behaving like a kuruc19, and after he
succeeded in enraging him, he leaves him in the pickle. (And indeed, in a water tank there was a liquid serving as a ham
pickle, and the Gloomy Hungarian was sitting in the pickle). This scene was thus repeated many times, and then suddenly,
what a mechanical error! The Gloomy Hungarian started to smile, and he was not nearly as gloomy! First, Louis XIV could
not believe his eyes and then he got offended. First of all, he became used to the fact that he always feels well, whereas the

18 Zhiguli was a licensed Soviet version
of the Italian Fiat 124, produced for the
Soviet and East-European markets from
1970; the first car in Hungary that had
an `air of the West´, even if it was pro-
duced in the Soviet Union. (Trans.’s
note) 
19 A soldier in the insurrectionist armies
of Imre Thököly and Ferenc Rákóczi
fighting against Hapsburg oppression
at the turn of the 17th century. (Trans.’s
note)
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Gloomy Hungarian doesn’t, but even so, he did not aggravate the Gloomy Hungarian to start grinning here! What a
pleasure-seeking opportunism! Is he dumb, that he forgot that he was damned by a tragic fate?

We walked into the next hall decorated with a shocking sign saying, “Reflection became mundane in our modern
era”. Here, everything was cosy because it somehow reminded one of a high school, and here the adults were acting as if
they were still high-school students. The Teacher figure, operated by super electronics was just verbally examining a Little-
Girl figure, which functioned on the basis of the same mechanics. We would have been very satisfied with the Little Girl’s
preparedness, had not everything been so mercilessly mechanical.

“Was there any revolutionary movement below the dainty and disgusting surface of the `piping days of peace´?”,
rattled the Teacher with a speed of lightning, as rays of light were darting from her glasses.

“Surely, there was”, the answer was rattled as if coming from a machine gun, “but only Endre Ady, the poet with
a flaming soul, was the one who took note of this!”

“Did the First World War result in a sense of purgation, as it was envisioned by many in their sudden burst of en-
thusiasm, one of them being the young Thomas Mann?”

“No, the Fist World War only brought atrocities, which was quickly followed by disillusionment.”
“Can someone be apolitical in a reactionary regime?”
“No, because among sinners the mute is an accomplice.”
“What was the English Queen Victoria like?”
“She was prudish, but we are no longer that, because we know that it is ridiculous, not up to date and all that.”
“What is the sunset like?”
“Yuck, kitschy.”
“Should art theory announce the death of art tomorrow, would we be still allowed to create?”
“By no means! It is strictly forbidden! Since it was clearly announced.”
“What will come after our overly enthusiastic demeanour in the fifties?”
“Naturally, our disenchantment.”
...The questions were thus rumbling and the answers were whizzing. I admit that with Takamura we sneaked out

to the hallway a bit frightened. The hereby-experienced seriousness of this overly didactic use of knowledge had a great ef-
fect on us and we were afraid that we might even get a warning from the Teacher. Now – with our hyper-playful genre –
we definitely started to feel like bad students. Besides, we also started to feel aged. Because a new generation has stepped
into the limelight, who did not live through a war, and for whom school was the most determining experience in life. The
big dramas of life, thanks to mass communication, are going to sink to a high-school level. And maybe it is fine the way it
is. Why suffer? And why would the lack of education or illiteracy be better?

We quickly moved on to the next hall where they were already working with monumental Hollywood effects. Even
if, up until now, we would have regarded the spectacles of the Budapest Disneyland with criticism, in the case of this hall
complex with the sign, “The Ponderous Insane” written on it, we were finally made to surrender. It was here that Disney
reached the height of his glory…

The mechanised figures of Hamlet, Don Quixote, Faust, Don Giovanni, Marquis de Sade, Rembrandt, Van Gogh,
and Rimbaud – to mention a few from the Ponderous Insane – turned out exceptionally well, so that it was simply im-
possible not to identify with them! In the case of the best film I am able to keep a critical distance and not identify for at
least twenty or thirty minutes, but here I was sucked in so that I was instantly floored. And so was Takamura! Looking
around us, we saw that others were also smitten by this big and serious effect that they internalised with distorted faces
and zombie eyes. Of course! Because in the spiritual anguish of these West-European, modern archetypes, who were com-
pletely estranged from their natural surroundings and time, we were able to recognise our own! Together with Takamura,
we were also re-living our hurts, loneliness, humiliation, and reprobation in the midst of sobs! (By the way, despite the sob-
bing, we were a bit startled that in the Community, which expelled us, every single member, one by one, is also expelled.
Thus, the many little expelled ones have united into the expeller, because they merged into a community. Fantastic! 

Sobbingly we fell onto each other’s necks: this is Disney and the West Coast for you! What a direct hit! They re-
alised that, in fact, everybody felt insane, and once again, they did something good for the whole of humanity when they
procured the big European character types as used items and after a good shining, they released them for mass consump-
tion! Stupendous!...Only a good half an hour later, already outside in the hallway, did we realise that no one succeeded in
gleichschalting us in such a genial manner as of yet. This did not happen with the help of a traditional European method,
namely by uniformalising, but on the contrary: by encouraging and understanding the individual eccentricities, through
the participatory massification of insanity, through the subtle nourishing and cultivation of deviance. Thus, while in the
previous hall we were made to recognise the teenager within ourselves at the high school, here, on the other hand, the walls
of the insane asylum greeted us with great love. 

Poor Hamlet! His own age was still repulsed by his madness. And what are then our marvelling eyes exposed to
today? With the help of understanding professionals, today’s masses are free to identify themselves with Hamlet’s mad-
ness with a clear conscience! Everybody has turned into a Hamlet! (Thus, the proliferation of this tragic sense of life is in-
stigated by the high-school system, because fifty years ago, the uneducated movie viewer did not have the slightest clue of
who Hamlet was!) In this regard, the big European estranged ones were offered a Hollywood contract and implemented a
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false consciousness in a form of a popular fashion item! The moving human suffering, the trauma, living on the wayside,
insanity, thinking differently, the screaming and nerve-wrecking complaint, are the most wanted consumer goods. The
Brandos, Al Pacinos, Dustin Hoffmans, and Woody Allens are doing a genial job in diversifying and contemporising the
basic character types. And wisely at that: not in a kitschy manner!

Well, after all, who cares that this industrially manufactured eccentric serial is going to drag us further down into
the whirlpool of massification? The viewer has been completely immersed into the mechanism of identification!

...Nevertheless, the big hall complex under the name of Problems Concerning the History of Ideas was yet to fol-
low! These halls were so huge that their upper parts were lost in a romantic darkness. In the far distances, we saw the fires
of hell and the lights of the other world flashing. Mysterious figures appeared and then went under the phosphorescent rocks.
Demons were swarming in black holes. In the vertiginous air space, new gods were pushing the old ones off their thrones. 

The twenty-forint entrance fee was worth every penny. Surely, they are working with deficit. They spared neither
time nor effort. Hats off. 

Immediately on the right hand side, we could see the super spectacle with a sign written on it, The Big Gnoseological
Show. Here the objective noumenon of wisdom was represented by an enormous Snail who, by seeing the curious Cognitive
Subject approach, makes a little mocking gesture with its tentacles, and hides back into its house. Does not it speak for itself,
that in the midst of this spectacle, they made the Cognitive Subjects stand for avid philosophers who tried to access the Snail’s
tender parts with hooks, sticks, clenches, and spears – to see what it is like?... Was not there something revealing in this
cognitive rage – and against Disney’s will, who always had the greatest respect for high culture – that even involuntarily
seemed to justify the Heideggerian critique regarding the utilitarian, quality oriented attitude of  the West-European cogni-
tion, which would surely frighten such a beautifully inviting snail and cause it to retrieve back into its house? 

Disney’s naïve uninhibitedness is manifest in his Life and Existence Philosophy Show, called The Many-Headed
Dragon, which introduced prominent 19th- and 20th-century philosophers, who were heroically trying to defend the overly
sensitive Existential Self, who was repeatedly deflowered by the Many-Headed Dragon. This cannot come as a surprise,
since the Existential exposed to danger was something infinitely fine, soft, gelatinous, and appetising. Some of the heads
of the Many-Headed rapist Dragon were marked by the following words: “Estrangement”, “Institutionalisation”, “Bu-
reaucracy”, “Abstract Mechanisms”, “Lifelessness”, “Metaphysics!”,  “Mass Culture”, “Ideologies”, “Etatisme”,
“Power”, “Fashion”, and “Industrial Civilisation”.

The most tragic aspect of this event was that, even though these heroic men were striving with all their might, they
were unable to defend the Existential from incessant deflowering. I only saw it with one eye, as I glanced back from the
exit, that the noble-hearted defenders of chastity finally gave up and left everything with a cry, “Ah, to hell with it, sixty-
eight was our last chance anyway, away with the big, general problems to the junk room, we should rather specialise, or
let us open a social counselling office, because this is now a sure business move!”. 

According to the vicious Takamura, who took a last look back at the spectacle from an even farther distance, as soon
as the guards of chastity had left the scene, the Many-Headed instantly ceased the non-stop abuse, and initiated an inti-
mate conversation with the charming Existential. But I do not believe this, because due to Takamura’s hardly concealed
hatred for the West, he tends to see things that are impossible. 

But the only sure thing was that we stepped out of the City Park Disneyland’s enormous photocell glass door spir-
itually slightly impoverished. 

Takamura: now we have been truly convinced that representation is impossible in this place: even the last path-
way leading to existence has been obstructed by a twenty-meter thick concrete wall.

8.
I have a nice collection of newspaper clippings, so I showed a few of them to my friend. 
According to the modern practice of the strict dogmas of stubborn genre-preservation and genre-specialisation, it

might seem as a sacrilege or amateurism that we have introduced a cosmological-physical thematic into our cartoon de-
sign, but everybody has their own specific work method. Nobody obliged us to abandon the security provided by the im-
becile reindeers, which was naturally identical to the security of Disneyland; and we knew that if we decided to do it
nonetheless – as pathetic as it may sound – we would have to go through the depths of hell. 

Consider the sentence that Werner Heisenberg quotes from Carl Friedrich von Weizsacker. The reason why I de-
cided to show this in the first place is to demonstrate this seemingly traditional world concept that is also used by Dis-
neyland, albeit naturally more diluted and variety-like. This is thus the present situation. 

“…the number and position of stars could be different, the number and size of the galaxy systems could have been
assigned a different value, but obviously despite everything, the same laws of physics would still apply.”

Please allow me, Takamura, to call this world concept quantitative, and also let me draw your attention to the fact
that lately it is as if the spirit started to force this frame apart, which seems to be gradually more mechanical, and no mat-
ter where we “move” within it, we always encounter those few identical physical rules. How much wider, or rather deeper,
is the frame – that of a qualitative universe – is suggested by the next few lines:

“Is not it weird to speak about an observer who falls outside of a three-dimensional space, since according to the
Einstein-Friedman theory, nothing exists outside the expanding universe? Not at all. Stanyukovich and Markov’s theory
does not only imply the existence of a planckeon, but also the possibility of an infinite number of other universes. The de-
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termining physical laws can constantly change within them. The infinity of separate worlds in space is no longer a me-
chanical series.” (V. Lvov, A Road to Infinity. Neva, No.4, 1971.)

Well, I asked, doesn’t this scientific hypothesis make a crack in the concrete wall that obstructs the way to existence?
I think I understand, said Takamura, you intend to make a sci-fi.
You do not understand, I said, I do not at all intend to make a sci-fi. Please, let us read further.
“Two bodies, just like two souls, merely resemble each other, but they are not identical to each other. In this case,

to determine an illness and the examination of a patient requires a considerably more thorough foresight and time (and
money): what needs to be diagnosed is what concrete illness this given concrete body is suffering from. Concretisation
means the undoing of every possible relationality, and this is supposed to result in the abolishment of the general cate-
gorisation of illnesses: if concrete, individual people become ill, then there are no two identical illnesses but only similar
ones.” (László F. Földényi: On Disease, Valóság [Reality], No.3, 1982.)

As far as I can tell, said the Master, you intend to offer a concrete ontological vision against Disneyland’s schema-
tised ontological vision.

Of course, it is imminent in the possibility.
In this case, I understand what was meant by the previous quotation. There, a qualitatively infinite universe is jux-

taposed to Disney’s mechanical universe.
You got it right. But I might as well quote you, when you said that the explosion cracked the shell of the noumenon,

as it were, and through it came gushing a new reality. Well, let us also take a look at this.  
“Every living brain is based on individual programs, and differs from all the rest of the brains; even its electrical

circuits are different. If I am truly a machine, surely, there is only one of me.” (G. R. Taylor: A New View of the Brain),
Encounter, 1971.) 

Ah, my dear friend, the Master was brooding over his association of ideas, venturing to faraway distances, if we
could really finally walk across the radiation zone of cosmopolitan fate, it would already imbue us with the feeling of
merry liberation. Now tell me honestly, who is still concerned nowadays with the mechanism of denunciation that is
marked by the following sentence: “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark”? And what if something is rotten? It’s
Denmark’s problem. As you know, I also live there. 

I think that the outlines of a new drama are unravelling. The Danish smell of rotting, as the prevailing primordial
idea of a state scandal waiting to be denounced, still keeps our modern social criticism under its spell. Well, be it: let us
denounce that which needs to be denounced; we need to reach deeper from what has been done thus far.

9.
In order to somewhat rid ourselves from the memory of Disneyland, we invited ourselves to each of the families be-

longing to the B. family. For this purpose, we travelled all over the country, took pictures, and made tape recordings. 
After this, we evaluated the material at the Hilton, and compared it to the Faust–Hamlet family that we saw

in Disneyland. Our typological comparison naturally does not seem to bear a scientific importance, but nonetheless it is
quite informative. 

The Faust–Hamlet Family
• The contract made with the vicious Mephistopheles has a structuring effect on the archetypal characters. Even

if with a negative sign, they nonetheless gained knowledge; this is why they became the West-European in-
siders par-excellence.

• The impossibility of further development, stubbornly and screamingly clinging to a success–failure world logic.
• A narcissistic–hedonistic self-pity, which is at the same time coupled with a cultural superiority complex. 
• Full-fledged in their role, fashionable, fashion-dictating, knowing all about relaxation, cool, great, streamlined,

following a rhythm, aesthetic. 
• Because they are incapable of renouncing anything, they fetishise the something: they believe in facts and objects.
• They are wise and serious keepers of information in a class society. Here they do not tolerate any playfulness. 
• They are carriers of fate.
• Cunningly, genially, and artistically, they camouflage the civil sin.
• They are unwilling to suppose that there might be something beyond the Mephistophelian contract.
• They take it for granted that history only happens to them.
• They are professional.
• They are secretly fearing that the contract is due to expire.
• Fearful of the East, unable to grasp it, feeling intimidated by it, they speak a lot and quickly. 
• They pretend to be ingrained with a barbarian power.
• Because they are object and fact-centric, they are great organisers, imbued with a dazzling technological inven-

tiveness and productivity.
• They are basically dependent on a value system, and they can be evaluated.
• Typical.
• They can be adequately represented on live-action film, as their genial insensibility towards everything tran-
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scendental leads them to consider as their appropriate medium the genre which – at an elemental, that is, at 
an optical and technological level – overestimates natural-original factuality, and which uses indiscretion as an
object of consumption, bearing a guaranteed authentic, as well as a physically illusion-creating, agency. In
fact, its purpose is to satisfy the viewer’s impatient curiosity in a form of an exciting gossip. This is the revolu-
tion of mediocrity, which neither feels ashamed for nor hides this idolatry, this fact-fetishism, but parades it as a
victory and a value, not simply admitting, but noisily advertising it. As opposed to this, live-action film could
actually be a great chronicle of contemporary history, instead of striving for wittingly burying the cause of rep-
resentation, as is primarily done on the West Coast.

The B. family (as a post-Faustian type) 
• They are outsiders, who are still just at the level of exploration. Being somewhat marvelling at and envious of those

who belong to the other family, they would like to get their passports, in order to be able to touch them, because
they – that is, the Faustians – are at least wanted by the devil.

• Although they devotedly admire the irresistible success–failure professionalism, they only languorously conform
to it, because they are often distracted by something which fills their souls, but which they are unable to express.
Nonetheless, the Faustians entice them to such a degree that they can barely contain themselves. 

• Despite their ambitions to become hedonists, they are such amateurs that they are unable to rid themselves from
the dead weight of love.

• They are not truly attractive, a bit awkward undeveloped characters; these weaklings do not understand why
charm can only spring from damnation; they are provincial in that they can only follow fashion but not dictate
it, being devoid of a refined aesthetic sense. 

• It does not even occur to them that they could even want everything. They would not find it honourable. For that
matter, at the bottom of their hearts, they are doubtful of the absolutism of facts and objects.

• They instinctually destroy the forms of a class society. They contaminate the civil flock by being bad students.
• Void even of a destiny. 
• They are naïve, letting others blame them for others’ sins. 
• The contract does not interest them. Although it permeated their culture, they know very well that they did not

sign it, and if the consequences need to be suffered, let those suffer who truly made a dazzling profit from it.
• They are no longer sure if they have a history at all. 
• They are amateurs. 
• They desire a contract that would introduce them to the insiders.
• Being devoted to the West, keeping their eyes on the West, they understand it well, and are envious of it, alter-

nating between now over-, then undervaluing themselves. 
• They are aping decadence.
• Their affinity for transcendence results in discordant productions; they are incalculably genial.
• They would surely suffocate in an all-encompassing rationalised value system. That is, even if only for a glimpse

of time, they require a moment devoid of any value judgements. 
• They are particular.
• Their representation in a live-action film poses an extremely difficult problem. The reason is that, whereas the life

pain of an American hero is adequate, thus, elegant and aesthetic, in their own Faustian dimension, where they
are always insiders, the life pain of the B. family from the Hungarian city of Debrecen or Gyôr is an outsider, un-
aesthetic, and foreign to the genre. But it is impossible to depict the “happy” B. family, as it already became ob-
vious in the fifties. This is why they could only be made to loaf around in mediocre melodramas. Nonetheless, the
main problem is that the B. family is the carrier of transcendence, and the live-action-film medium sui generis
is an ontico-empirical medium. The fact that compulsion as such is not considered as a fatal value in their life en-
vironment also means that they do not operate within the prairie’s horizontal scope of action. Thus, within the
horizontal scope of action utilised in live-action film, let us be frank, they are less “interesting”.

10.
When we visited the B. family’s Transdanubian branch in the vicinity of Gyôr, we were able to observe an interesting

occurrence in the backyard of a neat house. On the clothesline, machine-washed and spin-dried Hamlet, Don Juan, Faust, etc.
costumes were swaying in the spring wind as fashion articles. We became indignant and surprised at this vulgarity. 

This small nation, devoid of any considerable parliamentary tradition, and not having any command of the big tra-
ditions of the European high culture, was obliged to make human sacrifices for the West so that they could aesthetically
be prepared for the consumption of the West. They greedily rush to see every American super film, in order to devalue it
amidst laughter as a grand “nonsense”.  They do not have the slightest intention to allow themselves to be ideologically
contaminated. In the midst of their farming arrogance, they surely put things in place.

As a few days ago, Takamura and I became disheartened because we overvalued Disneyland’s manipulative capac-
ity with our weakened intellectual immunity – what we in fact saw was that in the B. family’s orchard, at the base of the
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new pigsties, History himself was standing – attentively watching the operation of the newly installed irrigation system.
He was no longer a young man, albeit quite friendly.

Extremely embarrassed, Takamura and I introduced ourselves to History. The B. family laughed at us with an em-
phatic and kindred laughter, and offered us a seat. 

We spent a beautiful and unforgettable night together in the vineyard. As we were rolling along home, with Erzsike
as our driver, we indulged in an exciting conversation all the way to Budapest. 

11.
Erzsike, Takamura, a few of our friends – a philosopher aesthete, a journalist, a fine artist – and I gathered in order to dis-

cuss the film plan, and to analyse the tape recordings and the photos which we had compiled about the B. family with Takamura.
“If the benevolence of fate – because maybe it is one of the most precious acts of benevolence – allows us to meet peo-

ple who invite us to their house, make us sit at their table, a truly sacred and festive feeling comes over me. At these mo-
ments, the curtain is blown wide open and we understand the cause of our depression. This is what came to my mind as
I was listening to the tape recordings, and I also thought that we would need to analyse that stabbingly painful yearning
that sometimes overcomes us in our dreams, when we are reminded of those whom we left behind without getting to know
them. At moments like these, a considerable feeling of loss fills me. For this reason, it is so great to socialise. The act of so-
cialising is the joyful encounter of planets.”

“What I would like to suggest right at the beginning is that instead of a considerable alternative under the name
of regime disparagement or regime glorifying, which is alas quite deeply ingrained within us, a concrete and differ-
entiated picture of Hungary should appear in front of our creative eyes. Not to mention the type of regime disparagement
camouflaged by fashionable parabolas, which is made to wink at so many things that in the end it has no idea what it is
made to wink at. Let us leave these high-school manoeuvres and board games to the film festivals.”

“Please excuse me, but I would like to further narrow our palette. Let us keep the real B. family in our minds, but
let us do the whole thing in as many dimensions as possible.”

“I was maybe the happiest as a young man in the artist colony at the Hungarian lowland, when I was experiment-
ing with my brush on the steppe’s sweep-pole wells and storks’ nests. But maybe I could, once again, be as happy if I could
design plastic–breathing backgrounds for the presentation of the chosen, dear Hungarian family. These backgrounds would
function as life environments, pulsating like big, friendly octopuses, as objectivities that have finally come to light for us,
that is, they are no longer estranged…Ah, an objective that is weary of hiding from us; what is more: it shall become cu-
rious of the subjective, so that it shall climb through its window, and attentively, vividly, and with a free laughter flit onto
and arrange itself beautifully on the canvas!...Why couldn’t this be realised? When I was young, we used to be on good
terms!... Budapest, Kecskemét, Gyôr, Debrecen! It doesn’t matter what we call it, but we might as well call it animation.”

“Alas, the last century’s naturalism became an integral part of our cells more than we would like to imagine. Alas,
after its initial, authentically playful phase, the avant-garde sunk into its own much deeper positivism and diligence, as
it was stifled by the seriousness of schools.

Let us then see our dear family, in the setting of a live and breathing background. The juxtaposition of the back-
ground with the character is already a basis for a drama.”

“Yes, but we are still incapable to express this due to the inaptness of our means.” 
“Shouldn’t we rather return to our reindeers? To the Amusement Park? To the usual bedtime story? To the do-

mesticated and popular oppositional attitudes of `Something is rotten in the state of Denmark´? To the tinfoil-wrapped in-
structive `messages´ of entertainment? To the denunciation board game?”

“Let us see clearly. We are striving to reach a level of complexity. We also intend to depict certain characters as com-
plex individuals. The reason why this is complex is because it is dual. On the one hand, it is the Kierkegaardian existence
(who – as we can already see – counterpoints a quantitative universe), and on the other, it is the concrete Self (who, in turn,
counterpoints the qualitative universe that considers lawfulness to be also limitless).”

“It is an Oedipus who could be considered as a naïve concrete Self.”
“In his case, the apparent senselessness of blind fate is justified exactly through this aspect. We have already felt

that the issue here is not whether he deserved his fate, but that it is a concrete fate in its own unprecedented unique-
ness, which is exactly what it is because it is Oedipus’ fate. Thus, in this case, the viewer is presented with the glimpse of
the concrete. In fact, what `only´ `happens´ is that the hero, as a Subject, becomes his own predicate. The reason why the
Faustian tragedy does not reach deep enough is that it stops at the business, at the contract, at the deserved or not
deserved calculative construction of a moral. This is why they are no longer able to understand Oedipus, because – with
a characteristic obtuseness – they consider his fate `blind´.”

“Let me point out that our Far-Eastern literature is rather Oedipal. Here as well, it is more important to reveal that
which is concrete than the measurable moral.” 

“Nonetheless, it would not hurt to be cautious. Isn’t the acknowledgement of the solitary, non-collective individ-
ual in fact the acknowledgement of the concrete Self?

“On the contrary. First of all: who likes to be solitary? Only a fool. Or the one who was forced to join a flock and
needs to take a break. Or those who are endowed with such weak personalities that they need to protect it. The concrete Self,
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however, has nothing left to fear, since he or she is a completely self-fulfilled Self, who is looking for company with love
that is unknown to us.”

“Now, for a moment, I see in my mind’s eye the contemporary heroes as peculiar, very secluded living monuments,
who nevertheless constitute a community in the breathing and plastic life environment that we mentioned at the begin-
ning of our conversation.” 

“The fact that art manifests itself in a concrete-sensual medium has long been determined. Then why has this been
endowed with such an importance?”

“Look, maybe up until now this was the means of its manifestation, but now it does not manifest itself in any-
thing, because there is no art. At least according to me…”

“If I am right, this can be expressed in the following way: that naïve concreteness within which the works are given shape
is no longer enough. Because they did not find the source from which to derive the meaning of concrete. But if we propose the
concept of a qualitative universe, as some astronomers have done it recently, then its polar equivalent, the qualitative unique
emerges: the concrete. We do not intend to put ourselves in the role of a philosopher, but what we want is to represent; and if
theory would prove useless or not enough in this regard, then we are going to improvise the integral infrastructure of theory
in any way we can. If need be, we are even going to stay unanimous, or we are going to offer our experiences without asking
for any recompense, because we basically think in terms of a mission. In fact, we do not view our characters only as concrete
Selves, but also as complex Selves, in which `besides´ the Oedipal concrete, the `Faustian´ – let me put it this way – existen-
tial Self is also manifest. Even though we have a sense of infinitude, our existence nonetheless takes place within a finite frame-
work. Just to add: We are trying to approach the complex Self with a complex genre, which is animation. But we don’t consider
it as an autonomous genre; instead, we take it for a technique that leads us back to the lost, classical, true genre.” 

The lengthy discussion can be summarised in the following way. 
The traditional – classical – genres, which used to mediate between the objectivity present in a traditional drama

and the existence that disputed it, have – implicitly but practically – relinquished their mediating role to a new, thus far
unknown – consequently, even to themselves scary – reflecting machinery, to the mechanism of the mass media.

The mass media tactfully, albeit mercilessly and with a highly particular method, devoured the traditional-clas-
sical genres so that with their characteristic medium, the pleasantly air-conditioned Disneyland, they softly and silently
lifted them into their dimension, and then placed them in their shiny, flashing display windows posing as institution-
alised cultural history and genre history. From that time on, artists exist like decoratively accentuated profession roles
within this framework of spectacular dioramas, demonstrating their genres as completed role-evidences, and in this genre-
role demonstration they also exhaust their professional competence. 

Some of the spectacle inscriptions attentively instruct us about these strictly delimited (!) genre roles. We can see,
for example, as the inscriptions demonstrate: “The writer is writing”, “The painter is painting”, “The composer com-
poses”, “The sculptor is sculpting”, etc. And truly, everybody is satisfied with this, since the viewer too can reassuringly
see the same thing he or she was taught at school: the incessantly scribbling writer, who is being moved to tears by his own
nice, serious, and honest sense of vocation, because, to use a beautiful American expression, “This is his own world!”
(Which also means: nothing else.)

And it is exactly the way it should be, since could we expect the writer to compose music? Not really. Nonetheless,
the situation is exactly that these hermetically reified genres as means have become the ends themselves, and thus, the cre-
ators have become role players. (Of course, nobody admits the fact that Disney wanted all this; in the same way, it is also
denied that the mass success of beat music abased the muses.)

Those who tend to think that Disney, as an old-fashioned capitalist, so to speak, prostituted these otherwise very
proud artists, are deeply mistaken. It is also wrong to assume that he tried to infect these artists with political ideologies,
namely, that he would have tried to manipulate them with the neo-liberalism of the West Coast. Disney was well aware of
the fact that the great majority of artists scorned capitalism. 

No, Disney in good faith only, albeit quite aggressively, forced life into something that was already devoid of life:
into the exclusive drama of the cosmopolitan existence contra objectivity. Naturally enough, we are no longer able to com-
ply with this exclusivity, since it is also vexing that it was not some Goethe who alluded to this but the Master: Disney.
Namely, somebody incompetent. Although, the Goethes of the time kept wisely silent, because the Master raided art his-
tory with an unknown, frightening, and qualitatively new manipulative power instrument: with the mass media’s tech-
nological arsenal. Thus, the instrument was endowed with an almost magical power, for the following reason: it represented
existence, because it is a remarkable human creation, while on the other hand – due to its terrible, brand new mass effect
which could only be compared to the Bomb – in essence it became a brutal objectivity. Since Disney himself was also fright-
ened from this monster, in order to orient himself in this new meta-reality, he monopolised the drama that, from Kierkegaard
to Sartre, greatly voiced the situation. As the painted skies started to crumble, Disney, who apparently did not have a bet-
ter idea, with a big vehemence and with all his super apparatuses, applied his technology to the restoration of the some-
what disintegrating ceiling frescos of the West.

Disney, however, died, and all the rest of us felt that it was high time for the representatives of the traditional–clas-
sic, but eventually objectified, compartmentalised genres to abandon their assumed eternal roles; that is, to nonchalantly
expunge their flashy dioramas, and to take over the control of Disneyland with the experts of mass communication. To use
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another simile: instead of wasting their grandiose technological apparatuses on the restoration of the disintegrating ceil-
ing frescos, they should rather discover a new firmament that might even be real. Or to use a third simile: what is the new
drama? Or to be more precise: if the old drama is still viable, albeit not exclusively, what would that new be, which would
effectuate a complex repertoire?

And then, once again, the ceterum censeo of our group of friends: the cosmopolitan drama only partly and quan-
titatively is able to express the reality of the world. But in order to accomplish a complex repertoire, “the new drama”– the
qualitative universe contra the qualitative (concrete) Self – also needs to appear in the program.

And then, the unhappy mass communication, whose anarchical peregrinations are bad enough for itself, is fi-
nally appointed a vocation in the service of this complex repertoire. And vice versa: it is impossible to find one’s way
around the new repertoire’s barely organised complexity without the technology of mass communication. It is clear that
in this turn – that some of our friends regard as an epochal turn in the history of the world – the classical-traditional artist
needs to be more than a rigid purveyor of a genre. (This we rootless animators are able to see better now than they can.)

Nevertheless, maybe the following could be the final lesson of this conversation: that which we used to respect as
fate in a quantitative world environment, which we heretofore believed to be the only one, is not irreversible through tech-
nique or technology. Namely, if a type of information reaches us, such as something is rotten in the state of Denmark,
the ultramodern extractor fans are going to suction out the Weltschmerz along with the stench from Denmark. World
pain? Bad conditioning!

The drama of the concrete Self, within the frame of a holistic universe, seems more authentic, although it is imbued
with an entirely different atmosphere; it is by no means laden with world pain. 

In terms of an artistic-professional practice: once fate becomes a mere technical problem, the classical-traditional gen-
res are not fate contents but only techniques. 

In fact, the fate contents have reached a higher level. 
If the classical-traditional genres take possession of technology, they are going to be ready for representation.
If dramas that are at a higher level than the cosmopolitan ones become realised, that which is to be represented is

going to gradually unravel. New heroes are going to surpass the heroism of kings: the B. family and the others.
If there is need for mirth-provoking masters of ceremonies, who are able to free the artists from the mannerism of

world-political fate with the help of an almost transcendental playfulness that is more playful than that of the Middle
Ages, well, these unqualified pedagogues are the animators.

If computer science is coupled with mass communication – and this is an ongoing new revolution – then here, in
the domain of information science, with the help of different technologies – if everything turns out well – the possibility
of such a world register is going to appear, which is going to be able to differentiate this immeasurable human mass into
concrete individuals. “The concrete Self”!

In other words, the trend of abstraction registered by Kierkegaard – new sky and new earth – is going to be replaced
by the trend of unfolding individuation. 

Finally, a new business slogan, serving as an illuminated sign for the marketing of the new Disneyland: “With the
consumption of the qualitative-quantitative, you can consume double!”

The new hero devours fate by utilising it for the concretisation of his Self. 

12.
Even though we were talking about animation and the B. family, what we were really talking about with Takamura

on the second floor of the Hilton was ourselves. After Erzsike’s suggestion, Takamura would maybe like to settle down in this
country, but it is questionable whether he would be able to preserve his business positions. In the meantime, the group loos-
ened up. Takamura’s face brightened up as he was observing the situation. “Who is this?”, somebody asked, because to the
utter surprise of those who were leading the conversation, Walt Disney stepped into the room, interrupting the talk. I would
not want to lie, but we did not expect this. Erzsike appeared right away from the suite’s kitchenette with a steaming cup of
Lipton tea. She laughingly remarked that “the group has finally assembled”, as she was offering the beverage to Disney, who
enjoyed it a lot, since he arrived straight from the Purgatory where he had spent his last years. He had been burnt so that al-
most no earthly impurities remained in him, and as a producer, he was able to gain insight into certain matters. After Erzsike
changed her clothes, we were trotting along one by one in the footsteps of the American in the subterranean secret passage-
ways under the Royal Castle District. It looked like a perfect conspiracy. Please go ahead, said Disney as he let us pass in front
of him, and we stepped into the Halls of Meta-Temporality. (I would have inserted a female choir in this scene, but silence was
also very effective in the Hall. Mates, who has a cigarette? Is it allowed here in the Hall? Please feel free. Is that a projector
there? He was searching his pockets for his pack of Symphonies20 in the dim lighting of the Hall. This Hall series was remi-
niscent of Hungarian, classicist ambits, but in a monumental layout, to such a degree that the sky glimmered through the
blue of the baroque ceiling frescos. Finally he felt out the pack, and there were three smokes left. I would not like to divest you
from it. Feel free, I still have another whole pack. Beyond the breezy Hall, cornfields were burning in the summer. Suddenly,
from the depth of the Hall, a voice was heard, whose knell immediately died down. Disney was asking us to turn off our de-
fence mechanisms since we were not on the Rákóczi street.21 Please tell him that it is already taken care of. We should give
ourselves over totally in our defencelessness. He is asking for too much. Wait, I’ll take a look at the auditorium. Who has a

20 Symphonia was a popular Hungar-
ian cigarette brand, produced from the
early 1920s.
21 One of the most prominent streets in
Budapest.
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light? Did you know that Disney is not getting a penny for that here he... We could not escape. We had to acknowledge the
fact that in these endless Halls, the highly characteristic, albeit different individual fates, separated by cosmic distances and
tied loosely together with a sense of freedom, have crystallised into timelessness. More correctly: even in their crystallised state,
they were breathing dynamically – in the manner of animation; that is, they appeared engraving-like as Pictures, but also
within a depth, time, drama, and fate – at least in this performance. Where is Disney? I don’t understand something. So we
have Halls. Thus, in these halls, there are monument sculptures befitting the Pantheon, placed in great distances from each
other, in fact, the B. family happens to be in this perhaps disputable (enthusiastic?) interpretation. And according to this in-
terpretation, they become classical on a higher level. In this interpretation, they are the most decorative carvings. In this as-
pect, they are the most rare metals and precious stones. Look man, this is not the cinema of the herd. Why don’t you address
one of them according to this interpretation – since they are heroes – on the breathing pinnacle of their monument? You light
a cigarette first. Only after you. Later, at intermission. Excuse me, this would be my seat. Is this ticket for this seat? According
to this interpretation, could you hear what he screamed up there? “I’m here.” And then, “Do something with me.” As it
seems, in this interpretation or style, this is the concept. This really devastates me. I thought we could not be more important
for each other. Please tell them that the picture is not sharp enough. It is fine now. Thanks. It went out; light it again. On rainy
afternoons, amidst noises of sputtering and flames, another pack of cigarettes is lit, while he is crumpling and crumbling the
empty pack in one of his hands. Disney is humble, complaisant, a born entertainer; falling over himself, he appears now here,
then there, and he is assertive. Do you think that according to this interpretation it is with the speed of light that we are glid-
ing through these breezy halls? And how come Disney falls to the ground in front of every living monument – oh sacrifice,
what an instinct of primeval strength – and he makes a pyre of a pinch of dried, fragrant grass at the bottom of each. Is it a
form of Star worship? What did you say? I told my mother that today I’m going to go to the cinema. 

Wait, I am going to quote Disney. He said the following, word for word: “The fact that in my life I was intrigued to
create illusion – I’m sure you remember Pinocchio and Snow White – was confirmed by some kind of intuition. We were
born into this dual natured world. On the one hand, it is filled with objects or material things; and on the other, with the
physical field of force that exists between things. These forces are also carriers of information; without them, the world would
be blind and deaf. And this is a striking characteristic. Without light, e.g., we would not have cinema, and in this case, Hol-
lywood would not have been built, which is, of course, unfathomable today. However, these are only the premonitory signs
of the beginning of a new era. By now, it has become eminent that for some reason the emphasis from the objects shifted to
the other factor; namely, to that which is between these: to the forces, rays, interactions, information, and opinions – and of
course, thanks to this, also to tittle-tattle and deception. Anyway, inbetweenness is what represents, while objecthoods do
so to a lesser extent. What premonition I had! Did you need the dimension of reflections? Well, you got it. But that is be-
side the point. The following is crucial and magnificent: curiosity is swelling as a cosmic flood… Then play! Just play! Yes,
the cartoon is quite playful but not playful enough as yet. Alas, I was never able to truly rid myself of that remainder-seri-
ousness, which was carried over from the heavy reality of the objects from the last century. Haven’t you noticed that you
invested something with seriousness, which is no longer worthy of its reception? Your own living monuments were degraded
to a sense of seriousness with a new insight, and your bustle and hustle – even if you don’t even dare to admit it – has long
been degraded to signify no more than a game. This is why it is the proper time for you to finally indulge in a free play! Cer-
tain riddles are already present in Greek mythology…from the glance of babies who do not yet know how to speak, and of
the dying who are only able to mumble, one can decipher this mute, excited, and almost exulting command: `Guess who I
am´. This upsurge of the concrete is more than a simple uniqueness: it is the transformation of the moving information
mass, as quantity, into concrete quality. You and I are both in some kind of relationship with mass communication. It is also
according to this aspect that I can interpret the above-made postulates. The mass communicational, the way it stands in front
of us, is nothing else but this vacuous cosmopolitan drama, which abandoned its weight and fate (although, we all like to
pretend that it exists); what we believe to be this drama is only a reflection: mass communication. We are all playing cul-
tural historical roles, and it is not a bad transition up until the time when we are going to be able to recognise our authen-
tic roles and dramas. But where have the things, palpability, and authentication really disappeared in this secondaryness?
Please excuse me, but from now on I can’t help but repeat myself: the things have unravelled themselves from the packag-
ing of the different phenomena, and as immanent concretes, they shine through their own Self without the help of any analo-
gies, and as the predicates of their own Subjecthood. But as we could see, the already discarded phenomenal factors, as
colourful wrapping papers divested of their content, or as the emptied cosmopolitan drama, have created a separate reality
of reflection. I, Disney, surely know, that it is in fact the empire of the new world era signalling the appearance of the mass
media, of the news, of information, and of the shining light-sound reality of the message: it is a Disneyland(ised) existence.
This situation is neither good nor bad, but new. Actually, the situation has eventually taken shape as it really is: unpolluted
by the teleological fate-obsession, consciously, openly, and with a higher grandeur than that of the classical. 

As an old professional, I have always regarded the young artists with a spontaneous respect, as they were the cham-
pions of progress. Even if I am not standing on the most distinguished post of the Parnassus, I say this to you from the
depths of my heart: there is already a lack of the history-shaping will! How do we make a step for today, how would we ac-
complish that, Gentleman, if we do not even have a reality? Or, at least, let this also be complex: besides the history-shap-
ing will, a fundamental dimension-creating will should also be called upon. Besides the historical, social, political attempts
of self-realisation, this would be the program of one of the most pressing imperative missions of philosophical self-realisa-
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tion. Let there be truth, but – do excuse me – it should have a proper dimension. And this fundamental mission is ours;
divine powers are no longer going to accomplish it instead of us. And the fact that it is incumbent on us makes it our drama.
And this is no longer cosmopolitan. Who cares that the Faust offspring is tormented by anguish in the Buddenbrooks type
of children’s room, because Mr. Mephistopheles is going to come and evaluate him? Even I have nursed this bagatelle, lit-
tle affaire, this little story, this little legend longer than needed, but – excuse me for the coarse expression – man is a snob-
bish animal. And thank you for conjuring his spirit. It has always made Your Walt Disney content when he was able to
be of service to the dear audiences.”

13.
Later on, at teatime.
I asked Takamura what conclusions he was able to draw from our intellectual adventures…
I believe, if we venture far enough, he replied carefully, sooner or later we shall return, should I say, on a higher

level?... In short, we find our way back to the tale that was thought to be lost.

References to His Personal Drama
With this writing, Kovásznai was consciously preparing for death and for the summary of all those ques-

tions that have accumulated throughout his œuvre. From 1980, he was aware that he was suffering from in-
curable leukaemia, but he decided that he would not go under treatment, so he refused medical help. According
to the reminiscences of his friends, he said that he still had a great amount of work to finish and had no time
to spend his remaining days at hospital. He actually escaped from the ward in his pyjamas.22

Nonetheless, on a few instances he very discreetly addresses the theme of disease consciousness and
death consciousness in this text as well. First of all, the quotation from László F. Földényi’s text could be men-
tioned here, which he draws upon in part 8, in connection to the concept of the concrete human image. The quo-
tation appeared in Földényi’s article, On Disease, in 1982.23 Maybe the reason why he chose to quote him is to
give an explanation why he refused medical help: “Concretisation means the undoing of every possible rela-
tionality, and this is supposed to result in the abolishment of the general categorisation of illnesses: if concrete,
individual people become ill, then there are no two identical illnesses but only similar ones.”

Also, in part 11, pertaining to the problematic of concrete fate and concrete uniqueness, he talks about
the drama of the concrete Self and the authentic context of its fate, and then in connection to this, in part 12, he
writes, “ …from the glance of babies who do not yet know how to speak, and of the dying who are only able
to mumble, one can decipher this mute, excited, and almost exulting command: “Guess who I am.” This up-
surge of the concrete is more than a simple uniqueness…” 

At the beginning of part 11, we can read about socialising, about the deeply felt happiness at a time of
the encounter of an other human being: “The act of socialising is the joyful encounter of the planets”, he writes,
while he was also listening to the tape recordings of Reportrait , since at this time, he finished making his last
documentary animation film. “This is what came to my mind as I was listening to the tape recordings, and I
also thought that we would need to analyse that stabbingly painful yearning that sometimes overcomes us in
our dreams, when we are reminded of those whom we left behind without getting to know them. At moments
like these, a remarkable feeling of loss fills me.”

According to his friends’ reminiscences, Kovásznai lived mostly alone in the last years of his life, withdrawn in
his spacious house, in the Buda Hills. He did not tell anyone for a long time that he was working on a monu-
mental series of paintings, which he made and kept in a separate part of his house that he had transformed into
a studio. Only a short time before his death did he show these works to his friends in the form of a memorable
“guided tour”, when he spoke of his paintings, providing the pro and contra arguments himself, regarding their
meaning. He could have no idea of how much time he had left when his fatal disease was diagnosed in 1980, a
short time before the premiere of Bubble Bath. What he must have felt, however, was a need to sum up the ex-
perience of his life, including his painterly work. From that point on, until his death on 28 June 1983, he was
working on a series of paintings that served as a summary and a vehicle to look death in the eye. Although he
did not conceive these works in terms of seriality, they should be treated as a series related through their con-
tent. No matter how loosely linked these paintings are in terms of form, their frame of reference is identical.

“This body of paintings by Kovásznai, I believe, is an attempt of a man, who is about to withdraw from

22 Dr. László Végh’s reminiscing at the
time of his conversation with the author
of this book in July 2007.
23 László F. Földényi, “A betegségrôl”
[On Disease], Valóság [Reality],
No.3/1982.
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public life and free himself from all the impediments and commanding burden of achievement, presentations
for the public, and institutional professionalism, to assess his theoretical and emotional adventures, to encap-
sulate the most personal histories that he had gone through. These are, however, not actual stories. Far from
being the external events of life, they are the histories of experimentation. They are pictorial depictions of his
personal experience of probing into `what would happen if I once did this?´ What would happen if I painted
like this? How would this idea look on a huge canvas? Such questions and such adventures are the true events
of an artist’s life.”24 These are Lóránd Hegyi’s words, written in 1990 for the exhibition of Kovásznai’s last body
of paintings. While being related to the complete œuvre in several ways, these paintings clearly constitute a sep-
arate group, owing to their very condensed nature arising from the given existential situation. Previously,
Kovásznai had either created paintings for films or felt prompted to paint a few pieces, oftentimes on the mo-
mentary inspiration of his short stories or plays. The latter works are thus highly dissimilar and isolated works
that could not be grouped in a series. Only when they are placed side by side does one realise the difference
between the formal solutions, motives, or compositional principles of the individual paintings. These works are
formal-compositional constructions, chosen above all to express the given message, which he made to come to
life with his brush in a virtuosic manner. They are full of art historical quotations or allusions based on his eru-
dition in the history of painting and on his gift of seeing into the core of things. The mobility and ease with
which he moved in and out of styles and realms of form becomes conspicuous in this series as well, but this
time within a more coherent visual domain. Just like the construction method of his films or his summarising
essay Homeland Animation, this last cycle of paintings attests to his interdisciplinary mode of thinking. It is man-
ifest in the metamorphosing painting style familiar from his films, in his picture construction method embrac-
ing the dimension of movement even within a still image, or in his freely soaring essays, with their symbiosis
of a document and fiction. Even though the series in question is comprised of paintings that present figures and
fragments of narratives, these pieces have been made according to a spontaneous and intuitive work method
characteristic of his earlier work: a method developed primarily through improvisation. Such an improvisa-
tional work process contributes to the dynamic and sweeping painterly character of his works, and more im-
portantly, to their suspense of wavering between completion or incompletion. It provides an eternal dilemma
for a painter to decide when a painting is considered finished, when one should stop working on it. Kovász-
nai’s pictures are not over-done: the viewer may have a sense of the fast and concentrated process of work,
which gives way to the impulse of spontaneous expression, neither exhausting nor delimiting itself by metic-
ulously drawn demarcation lines.

János Major, József Bartl, and Ilona Keserü all described Kovásznai as a virtuoso colour painter even
back at secondary school and at the start of his university studies, who mastered colour theory and sensed the
interaction of colours at a level that his colleagues would never forget. In vain would, however, these excellent
painter friends and colleagues try to convince us, had we not witnessed ourselves the full-blown tension of
colours and their powerful effect on his paintings. Far from looking for a harmonious selection of colours, he
does not strive to offer comforting solutions: he places the colours side by side in an astonishing manner, as well
as handling their factures in a creative way. His categorical thinking on the importance of colours was already
manifest in Self-Interview, his text written around 1976, mentioned earlier in this book: 

Bernáth, besides Korniss, is our last painter. Since colouring was successfully popularised, massified, and finally liq-
uidated from the visual arts, they have remained our last relics…Both of them are aware of the rules of colours and the prin-
ciple of complementary colours, which is crucial, because these are absolute laws, since they are not subjected to the relativity
of norms pertaining to the tastes of the different ages. From the aspect of painterly aptitude, the sense for colour, the aware-
ness of colour harmonies and theories, is a categorical imperative, just as an ear for music is in musical composition. The
ignorance of colours might make great amends to the blind, but it would be just as absurd as if you wanted to ignore hear-
ing in music. This, however, neither Stockhausen nor Penderecki demanded. I believe that those, and only those, who have
the understanding of complementary colours at their fingertips, have the right to make non-complementary painting. 

The latter is exactly what we can witness in his last paintings; we can simultaneously perceive his per-
fect confidence and expertise in the world of colours and experience those disturbing colour combinations that
imbue his paintings with tension. 

It is difficult to position these paintings in the contemporaneous art map of the era. For the sake of cu-
riosity, let us first see how the “chief cartographer” of the 1980s’ young artists, Lóránd Hegyi, positioned
Kovásznai’s painting in a catalogue text for his 1990 exhibition at the Fészek Gallery. “Kovásznai’s painting style
is narrative and mannerist. It is narrative because it recounts many stories; these are nevertheless not always

24 Lóránd Hegyi, “Jegyzetek Kovásznai
György kiállításához” [Notes on the Ex-
hibition of Works by György Kovász-
nai], 1990. Text in the catalogue of the
exhibition at the Fészek Gallery, Bu-
dapest.
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stories told in words. Instead, they are narratives from the innermost life of the artist, about hidden, internal,
professional, and human secrets. The secret, however, is not engulfed in some cheap dimmed light in his work.
There is no sentimental atmosphere lingering around it. On the contrary, everything is going on in front of our
eyes; the artist reveals everything. He divulges the tricks of the profession and shows us the places of origins.
He reveals himself by making it obvious what comes from where, what he acquired from where, which motif
he drew from where. Just like the former `collage-film maker´ working with the scissors, clipping motifs from
picture magazines, catalogues, and advertisements, which he could utilise in his work. Kovásznai’s pictures are
truly ironic and mannerist works, in whose combination of evoked and appropriated manners, however, the
stages of a life path are made to unfold: the stations of a voyage of discovery. It is this one-person encyclopae-
dia that generates such intimacy, such a personal character: all that György Kovásznai saw, all that he recog-
nised from the randomly compiled mosaic that we, for lack of a better word, call life.”25

By mentioning the still decipherable symbols and events of narrativisation and private mythology in
positioning these paintings, Hegyi seems to have drawn on those categories that had already proved to be ap-
plicable to other contemporaries. Hegyi’s emphatic application of the term “mannerist” is noteworthy. Man-
nerism, as a notion coupled with modernism, was a crucial idea within the art historical discourse of the 1970s:
a category introduced by Werner Hofmann as a scientific paradigm. While mannerism had meant a significant
new model in the 1970s for describing the era, today mostly historians of science mention the term. At the same
time, in Hegyi’s interpretation, these paintings bear the marks of the postmodern (although he does not ex-
plicitly use the term `postmodern´) in that he located the works’ main references in the evoked and appropri-
ated manners, in the re-utilised and overtly “plundered motifs”.

Kovásznai’s last paintings may be examined in the context of several painting styles pertaining to the
1980s. It is the visual world of neo-expressionism – the German heftige Malerei, or the Italian trans-avant-
garde – that Kovásznai’s restless works call to mind at first. From the end of the 1970s, the photo documen-
tary paintings of strict hyper-realism suddenly shifted over to wild painterly works of dramatic effect,
communicating strong emotions. This tendency, observable all over Europe, can be sensed in Kovásznai’s
painting œuvre as well, the only reservation being that no dominantly political allusions can be found in his
work. In Hungary, the New Sensibility group and the young artists gathering around them launched this new
wave, or as Lóránd Hegyi termed it, this “radical eclecticism” in painting, whose milestone event was the
“Wet Paint” exhibition, showcased in the Ernst Museum, Budapest, in 1984. It is possible to find parallels with
the painters who took part in that exhibition; in terms of certain details, similarities can be detected with the
works of the following artists: Zoltán Ádám, József Bullás, Károly Halász, Károly Kelemen, János Szirtes, and
László Méhes. In addition, the works of a few artists who did not take part in the “Wet Paint” show can be
brought into connection with Kovásznai’s last cycle of paintings; e.g., those of Áron Gábor, who had his debut
with his large-sized expressive canvases; those paintings by András Wahorn, an artist strongly affiliated with
the Szentendre School, which evoke scenes of dreams, but which were not yet so graphic in their style as his
later works; and István Ef Zámbó’s paintings of the late 1970s and early 1980s. It must be emphasised that these
parallels are mentioned here as phenomena characteristic of the Zeitgeist, and not in terms of tangible simi-
larities.

Belonging to the 1980s’ tendencies is the movement termed individual mythologies, which artists em-
ployed as a means to interpret cultural history, literature, religion, and ancient mythology, or as metaphors of
values and value-producing processes.26 Kovásznai’s individual mythology – based on his more specific situ-
ation – extends to a more personal biographical reference than that, since he incorporated several situations and
characters from his personal life history in a series which is to be described later. In the Hungarian art of the
1980s, this approach, drawing on a more specific individual mythology, was characteristic of artists such as
Sándor Pinczehelyi, Imre Bukta, El Kazovszkij, and Tamás Soós.

Especially close to Kovásznai’s work is Gyula Sugár’s painting from the early 1980s: the symbolic and
distorted female figures, the strange and unusual colour scheme, as well as the visionary depiction of subjec-
tive figurative-narrative elements, which eschew realism yet which often visualise the world of cafés in down-
town Budapest, indicate a common frame of reference in the two œuvres. Although Sugár was ten years older
than Kovásznai, he had also studied under Aurél Bernáth at the Budapest Academy of Fine Arts, and he too
withdrew from both the official and the neo-avantgarde art scene, to paint instead “for himself”. Neither of the
two artists was concerned with isolation from the art scene or omission from the canon of the history of paint-
ing that was being shaped at the time.

25 Lóránd Hegyi, “Jegyzetek Kovásznai
György kiállításához” [Notes on the Ex-
hibition of Works by György Kovász-
nai], 1990. Text in the catalogue of the
exhibition at the Fészek Gallery, Bu-
dapest.
26 Lóránd Hegyi: “Új helyzetben új
identitás. A nyolcvanas évek magyar
mûvészete” [New Situation with a New
Identity. The Hungarian Art of Eight-
ies,” A második nyilvánosság [Second Pub-
licity], (Budapest: Enciklopédia Kiadó,
2002).
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As possible parallels to Kovásznai’s art relating to individual mythology, Jörg Immendorff, Mimmo Pal-
adino, and Albert Oehlen could be mentioned.

PAINTINGS FROM THE FILM BUBBLE BATH,
REWORKED BETWEEN 1980 AND 1983

Kovásznai’s paintings made for his film Bubble Bath in 1979 constitute a unique group in his œuvre: these are ex-
citing and mysterious works, abounding with bizarre pictorial details and captivating painterly qualities. Owing
to the subsequent alterations, these pictures allow an insight into the dramatic atmosphere of Kovásznai’s final
stages of life, especially in comparison to their original state preserved in the film. The enthusiastic and dynamic
atmosphere prevalent in his earlier filmmaking process has been overshadowed by the premonition of death.
Four of the paintings that appear in Bubble Bath were not repainted; they have a strong connection to certain de-
tails of the film’s narrative. One of them is Female and Male Portraits against a Grey Background, which symbolises
the relationship of the main characters, abstracted from space and time, as they imagine themselves at old age. In
the second painting, Anni and Zsolt are depicted flying above the roofs of houses, enacting Kovásznai’s screen-
play from 1978: Anni, the district nurse, sets out with Zsolt to make her compulsory round in her district, visit-
ing families in the city centre: 

Streets of Pest and Buda in pouring rain. Huddled together under the umbrella, Zsolt and Anni stumble along in the
wind. At times, the wind sweeps them away, up above the houses, making them fly and float over towers, factory chimneys,
and roofs… As they huddle together under the umbrella, carried by the storm, is of course symbolic and sentimental, yet it
is fully acceptable in the case of a cartoon as this is, with its caricature-marionette figures as they are… 

In the meantime, they are singing: Zsolt in the manner of Rossellini, while Anni in the manner of Donizetti,
of course in a beat style, about tackling the task of a district nurse: 

…that is, they are flying amidst this music, gripping their umbrella, from house to house in the summer rainstorm,
closely huddled together, fleeting, running, drifting onto the top of buses and trams, taking a momentary rest on the top of
neon advertisements or factory chimneys high above…27

27 György Kovásznai, Screenplay of
Bubble Bath, 1978. The typescript was
multiplied in 50 copies at the Pannonia
Film Studio in 1978.

Female and Male Portraits against 
a Grey Background, ca. 1979, oil on canvas,
60 × 100 cm, unsigned
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In the third piece, Man and Woman in an Eclectic Interior, the male protagonist and his would-be wife are de-
picted in an eclectic interior. The woman, her head turned away from the man, is sitting on an amorphous seat.
Her posture suggests a negative attitude. Zsolt is trying to communicate something to her in a polite manner, but
no harmony or mutual openness and attentiveness is achieved between them. The interior suggests a tormented
mood, full of expressive and startling colour combinations. The figures, painted in various shades of grey, are as
dynamic in their painterly depictions as the colour orgy in their background.

The fourth painting, Grey Figure in Bathtub, is related to an emblematic scene from Bubble Bath, in which the
main male character hides from his fiancée in his girlfriend’s bathroom, wearing the woman’s scuba gear. The
painting is a condensed and humorous summary of this ironic and symbolic situation. The overlying colour with
a homogenising effect appears here as well, covering the entire painting with a homogeneous foggy layer.

Kovásznai often returned to his earlier works and frequently rewrote his writings, too; for example, in this
period, he rewrote and added a third part to Paxit, his early play from 1954, set in the coal mine where he worked. 

The urge to rework certain oil-on-canvases originally made for Bubble Bath is apparently related to his altered
attitude in the wake of the film’s failure and the diagnosis of his fatal illness in the meantime. This is most appar-
ent in Scene and a Figure with a Raised Forefinger. The painting originally belonged to a dialogue in the film, between
Zsolt Mohai, dressed in a diving suit, and Anni, where it appeared on the screen for a moment as an imagistic
metaphor of their symbolic role-playing game. The original painting’s colour scheme is lighter, and the black cloud
behind the nude, suggestive of an impending storm, is missing. The reworked painting is a condensed field of
ominous signs (the funnel of a hurricane, blood, full moon, rain-cloud, lights in the night, and the immense index
finger pointing upwards) depicted in dramatic colours, conveying a sense of tension before the storm. The entire
composition, especially the representation of the bodies, is unsettling and warning: the full body of the naked fe-
male figure is without a head, while the male figure is only represented by a head (profile view) and bust.

In Figures against a Brown Background, only the face of the original film’s male protagonist can be recog-

Man and Woman (Anni and Zsolt) 
above the Rooftops, ca. 1979, oil on canvas,
60 × 100 cm, unsigned
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Man and Woman in an Eclectic Interior, ca. 1979, 
oil on canvas, 60 × 100 cm, 
unsigned (Private collection of György Dobray)
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Grey Figure in Bathtub (reworking of 
a picture included in Bubble Bath, 
ca. 1981–1982), ca. 1979, oil on canvas, 
60 × 100 cm, unsigned
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Scene and a Figure with a Raised 
Forefinger (reworking of a picture included
in Bubble Bath, ca. 1981–82), ca. 1979, 
oil on canvas, 60 × 100 cm, unsigned
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Scene and a Figure with a Raised 
Forefinger (its earlier version in Bubble
Bath, film frame from Bubble Bath), 1980
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nised; the entire pictorial surface is overlain by a nearly homogeneous layer of paint, full of traces of rapid ges-
tures. Although other colours emerge amidst the gestures along the outlines of the brushstrokes, these do not
alter the character of the overlying chestnut-coloured mass. Beside the main figure visible in the centre, there is a
girl’s head at the lower left, which is painted in a style similar to the male head on the right, in contrast to the cen-
tral figure: in a schematic and plane-like manner, without realistic details.

Being aware of the fact that Kovásznai’s paintings often contain hidden narratives or fragments of narra-
tives, the following is an attempt to reconstruct a probable story. It cannot be told with absolute certainty whether
the repainting has to do with a specific text, but it is known that Kovásznai’s paintings were often inspired by the
text he was just writing. Since he wrote his Homeland Animation essay at about the same time, this painting may
call to mind the metaphorical space in the 7th part of the essay, in which “A very kind, professional counsellor lady
was providing social role-counselling for the general public completely free.” The schematic male head seems to
be the prototype of the “Gloomy Hungarian” who appears in the next room: “And indeed, in a water tank there
was a liquid serving as a ham pickle; the Gloomy Hungarian was sitting in this pickle.” Naturally, this is only one
amongst an array of possible interpretations, as the work is open in many directions. 

The painting entitled Figures against a Red Background also offers an open field of interpretations. In this
work, only the figure of a little girl in the lower right corner calls to mind a detail of a painting from Bubble Bath.
Having a distorted head, a face emanating despair and sorrow, and a homogenous grey body, the girl’s figure is
obviously pushed into background in her position at the lower corner of the painting. At the same time, the fig-
ure beside her, whose gesture is womanlike, but might as well be a man, reacts to the presence of the girl with an
arrogant, negative attitude. Kovásznai addressed the issue of female gender roles in several films, and dealt with
the question of single women in Blossoming No. 3369 as well as in Bubble Bath. In the latter film, however, there are

Figures against a Brown Background (reworking of a picture 
included in Bubble Bath, ca. 1981–82), ca. 1979, oil on canvas, 
60 × 100 cm, unsigned

»
Figures against a Brown Background 

(its earlier version in Bubble Bath, 
film frames from Bubble Bath), 1980
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Figures against a Red Background 
(its earlier version in Bubble Bath, 
film frame from Bubble Bath), 1980

Figures against a Red Background 
(reworking of a picture included in Bubble
Bath, ca. 1981–1982), ca. 1979, 
oil on canvas, 60 × 100 cm, unsigned
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Mother with Child (its earlier version 
in Bubble Bath, film frame from 
Bubble Bath), 1980

Mother with Child (reworking of the 1980
painting, ca. 1981–1982), ca. 1979, 
oil on canvas, 60 × 100 cm, unsigned
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Cemetery, ca. 1981, oil on canvas, 
60 × 100 cm, unsigned

Cemetery (its earlier version in Bubble
Bath, film frame from Bubble Bath), 1980
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other important characters, such as the women working at the “Mother and Infant Welfare Institute”; thus, the
problematic nature of family and mother–child relationships is in the focus of this film’s sociological layer. Such
a possible interpretation is encouraged by the signal-like house visible on the left, with its connotation of a home.
Owing to its small size and its sketchy composition pushed to the side of the painting, this house, just like the girl’s
figure, suggests a neglected status. A single dominant figure appears within the entire composition: emerging
against the rusty-red background (reminiscent of blood), with eyes closed and nose uplifted, this figure embod-
ies the selfish and egocentric single woman (or man) in its relation to the house and the little girl. 

Mother with Child, with its figures emanating from a pink background, focuses on the family again. In a bath
enveloped in pink vapour, a mother is breast-feeding her child in the centre of the picture. The bath and baby care
requisites appear in the foreground, and a blue bathtub is visible in the background. As compared to the original
picture included in Bubble Bath, only the figure of the mother nursing her child is recognisable here, but her fig-
ure has also been repainted, to dissolve into an all-encompassing pink veil of paint. In the left part of the picture,
beneath the opaque surface of superimposed layers of paint, full of movement and gestures, something is ap-
parently covered. On the right side of the pictorial field, however, a small part in its original form was preserved,
as if it were a small window looking back onto the past. This element helps one realise that this picture originally
belonged to the closing scene of Bubble Bath, where Klári, breast-feeding her child, talks to her husband, who is
sitting in the bathtub, in a bubble bath, trying to understand that his wife is longing for a medical career instead
of being a housewife. Once again, the thematic of this painting is inspired by an actual problem from Kovásznai’s
personal life at the time. His daughter was born during that very period, but because of his illness, Kovásznai
could not or did not want to take part in the life of his new family; nevertheless, the feeling of witting or unwit-
ting exclusion from the life of the new-born baby and her mother, as well as his conscious preparation for death,
remained a problem looming over almost each of his works from that time.

Cemetery, the last painting in the series, albeit smaller than the previous pictures, is the most dramatic and
saturated from among all the pieces in terms of its theme and symbols. Kovásznai painted it during the few
months prior to his death; thus, one can understand why a sense of impending storm imbues the painting: the
image is comprised of irregular, tormented gestures. The dynamic, diagonal movement of the figure standing in
the foreground seems to move out of the picture, as if it strove to escape, to get free from its given situation. The
scene behind it, on the right, evokes a cemetery, with signal-like house forms in its background. The confused land-
scape on the left side of the painting seems to project the inner, subjective landscapes of the artist onto the can-
vas. This is perhaps the most harrowing reworking of the paintings from Bubble Bath. In the original picture, the
male protagonist stands in a cheerful green landscape, with a pink flower in his hand, which he is offering to his
beloved. Kovásznai transformed this image of happiness and exuberant joy of life into something that became the
most sorrowful and exasperated piece within his painting œuvre.

A cemetery scene painted with similar gestures, emanating a sense of desolation and hopelessness, is vis-
ible in Albert Oehlen’s painting Sie mussten sterben, denn es gab keine Hilfe from 1982.

THE LAST CYCLE OF PAINTINGS

The last paintings are of monumental dimensions, which is a fundamental difference compared to his earlier works,
especially compared to the paintings made for his films. In view of his cinematic and literary activities, one cannot
but associatively assume that through the paintings’ dimensions he meant to arrive at the same powerful effect that
is immanent in the film screen’s physical dimensions or in the imaginary expansion of the narrative of a literary
work. In this highly ambitious series, the experiences of his own life history and its unresolved conflicts develop
into a private mythology, with its own rules of space and time. This is exactly what makes them constitute a series.

Two pieces within the series focus on the mother–child or family issues exposed in his previous works.
Woman and Mother represents a woman, standing in the centre of the foreground like a seductive sexual being. The
erotic scene to her left is a small “island” full of abstract allusions. To the right, the mother is visible, breast-feed-
ing her newborn baby. Her body, modelled sketchily yet expressively, is encircled by an “island” of a blue veil fa-
miliar from the iconography of the Holy Virgin. Between the mother-and-child motif and the central female figure,
one may detect an embryo covered under a transparent surface, which is, in terms of form, a downward point-
ing figure “wedged” in between the two states of a woman, symbolising life within the womb. The personal trait
mentioned above seems to have inspired several paintings. The same theme reoccurred in another large-sized
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Woman and Mother, ca. 1981, 
oil on canvas, 150 x 180 cm, unsigned
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Family (Scene with a White Little Girl 
in the Middle), ca. 1982, oil on canvas, 
150 × 180 cm, unsigned
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Synthesis with Self-Portrait, 1983, 
oil on canvas, 150 × 200 cm, unsigned
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Large Yellow Composition, 1983, 
oil on canvas, 150 × 300 cm, unsigned
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painting from the same time, entitled Family, dominated by a similar subjective style of representation through
the evocation of inner images in a form of discarded realism (photo-realism or naturalism). These internal images
are mostly concerned with the future of the child, who was born at the time of her father’s fatal illness, expressing
an idealistic longing for a family as well as its tragic impossibility. The girl’s standing figure, in front of a black is-
land of colours in the centre, is actually the protagonist of this fatherly vision. Her body of light is similar to the al-
most homogeneous white body of the male figure that stands above her to the right, probably one of the father’s
symbols in the picture. Actually, several father figures are detectable in the painting. One is the right-hand member
of the family sitting in the upper centre, the other is the right-hand figure from among the two figures sitting below
the family, while the third, most conspicuous figure is the half-figure of a man with red contours and a purple head,
visible in the lower left of the foreground. In addition, several other female figures appear, each depicted in a dif-
ferent state of her relation to the family. Then, sitting in the middle, there is an ideal family trio with a seated laugh-
ing female figure, evocative of De Kooning, with her child leaning onto her lap. Below them, to the right, a schematic
figure appears, a mother breast-feeding her child, while to her left, a pretty, big-bosomed woman is sitting. Although
these female figures are far from being idealised, they are also devoid of individualistic personality traits. The best
way to define them might be by considering them as representatives of typical situations. Thus, one could define the
painting as a psychological map, based on the painter’s experiences and conceptions of a family.

To understand these personal images better, we need to consider that Kovásznai never lived a typical fam-
ily life, even though he got married as a relatively young man, before he was thirty. His wife was his teen-age love
from the place of his childhood vacations, but they did not wish to have children (his wife had a son from her pre-
vious marriage). He did not want to spend his free time with family programs either, and spent most of his time
working. He even visited his mother and two younger sisters very rarely, who lived in the provincial city of Eger.
Kovásznai focused almost all his energies and his entire life on creative work. It was owing to such attitude that
he produced an abundance of works from his early twenties on, including plays, short stories, paintings, and
drawings as well as a respectable number of subsequent articles and films. Those who survey his œuvre cannot
but wonder how it was possible to create such an amount of work during such a short lifetime. Kovásznai was
propelled by a creative will; this led him to opt for work when he knew that his days were numbered, while po-
tentially – even if for a short time – the possibility of a viable family life with a child would have been offered to
him. He, however, did not choose this form of life, but concentrated instead his energies on paintings and texts.
Thus, these paintings present truly real and intensive feelings and thoughts, connected to the dramatic dilemma
of a man and a father with a feverish yearning for a solitary creative work. It is this vortex of emotions and
thoughts that makes these paintings of isolated islets congregate in larger archipelagos. Within individual paint-
ings, he condensed a variety of emotions and ideas emerging in connection with the family theme, without at-
tempting to set up a narrative link among them.

Synthesis with Self-Portrait is a metaphorical representation of looking back into the past and envisioning the
future. It is in this painting that the artist’s position during the act of creation can be sensed more intensely than
in any other painting. Kovásznai’s self-portrait is visible at the lower centre of the painting, with his face buried
in his clasped hands. The white, bony hands supporting the head, with the elongated, thin fingers and the strong,
luminous edge of the hands – all signs of introverted concentration – determine our approach to the painting. This
isolated figure, closed upon himself, dominates the foreground, while it also sucks the viewer into the imagistic
vision surrounding his figure. The majority of the figures appear as flitting visions of memory, or now precise now
unfocused apparitions representing the past. In this vein, indefinable persons or figures depicted at the upper right
corner may evoke a company of characters or personalities in a scene set in a café or a pub. These scenes were
prominent topics of the paintings he made for his films, such as those in Nights in the Boulevard. Included in the
latter film is the talking figure from the café scene, made to reappear here as the male figure facing the viewer, in
conversation with another figure above the painter’s self-portrait. In addition to the heads and faces involved in
conversations, one can also detect different figures that may rather insinuate a vision of the future. In the centre
of the painting, a figure appears with open arms or wings, and its body is made up of white light. It is the only
immaterial “protagonist” of the picture, suggestive of another dimension. It is a recurring shape in several paint-
ings of this cycle, reminiscent of potential associations such as existence, death, the world beyond, conscience, and
the unknown future. The pictorial elements relating to the envisioned future may be discovered in the upper left
part of the painting, where a powerful and simplified small composition appears, calling to mind Keith Haring:
the figure of a man and a woman holding each other’s arm, represented in a schematic manner with strong yel-
lowish and bluish contours. To their left, there is a fence-like yellow line, evoking a sense of space, within which
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a figure or a scene is hidden under the newly applied layers of paint, so that the viewer can only establish the fact
of concealment. Doubtlessly, the most suggestive figure in the painting is the one to the left of Kovásznai’s self-
portrait: a female half-figure, of a size similar to his self-portrait, who seems to lean on a table that connects the
foreground and the middle ground of the painting in a dynamic perspective. The woman looks out of the paint-
ing, or rather, she is not simply looking, but her visionary eyes suggest or envision something beyond the picto-
rial space that the viewer cannot see. It is owing to the enthralling gaze of this female figure that the eye contact
between the figures becomes truly significant in the painting: Kovásznai looks inward, while the other figures pay
attention to their own situations within the picture. Owing to this, the viewer’s gaze is directed outside the pic-
torial space by the outward looking female figure, prompting us to contemplate on what is there beyond the mo-
ments of the evocable past and the tragic present.

Large Yellow Composition may be regarded as the sequel of the previously discussed painting, on the basis of
their structural similarities. In the lower centre, a female face is visible in the foreground, her inquisitive eyes scan-
ning the world in front of the pictorial space that includes the viewers as well as the world imagined or seen by the
woman. The painting is divided into two parts. To the right, there is a crowd of figures of mostly female faces, con-
structed from faces of the past and imagined female characters that remained dormant in manuscripts. These faces
have nothing to do with the almost flesh-and-blood personalities depicted in his re-drawn documentary film
frames, or with the graphical representation of the filmed models appearing in Reportrait or in Bubble Bath. The fe-
male characters in this painting are Kovásznai’s projections; this time, however, he brings to light his own inner
world only. His restless, emotion-laden, and adventurous relationship to women is manifest here again: a highly
complicated relation, to say the least. As an act of retrospection and of facing the ultimate questions, this painting
also recalls and depicts the past as well as rendering the personal drama he had to undergo at the time. Kovásznai
reminisces about so many of his intimate relationships through these faces. Dr. László Végh often spoke of Kovász-
nai as someone who “understood the language of women”, which women appreciated, and they were fond of
him. His friends have so many legends about a feverish and soaring Kovásznai going into raptures over a certain
girlfriend; for instance, once he purchased a Gothic statue to please a young woman sculptor, who was very dear
to him. In this painting, idealised female portraits are depicted side by side, with no specific interaction among them.
At the same time, each ideal is different, representing a number of idiosyncratic personalities.

Examples of similar clusters of portraits in contemporary European art can be found in Jörg Immendorff’s
monumental group portraits (e.g., In meinem Salon ist Österreich, 1996), but owing to the political overtones and
the explicit similarities of Immendorff’s portraits to real people, his work does not have a close resemblance to
Kovásznai’s painting. 

Among the figures, there are only two men. One is a bold, black-suited man, surrounded by dark blue
brushstrokes, who seems to pull a curtain apart so that we can glance into the dim light of a private booth, re-
vealing the intimate company of a woman and a man sitting at a table. Perhaps, they are being jealously observed
by a woman who is seated in the upper right corner of the picture, with elegantly crossed legs. Obviously, the
above are not exclusive possibilities of interpretation, as in the vein of the other paintings, the work has no tan-
gible narrative. Spontaneous outbursts of emotions and painterly gestures define the composition. Such expres-
sive, whirling gestures prevail within the yellow, radiating pictorial field of the painting’s left side in the most
spectacular manner. This somewhat blurred part of the picture is comprised of irrational elements, where all con-
tours and borderlines dissolve into a huge yellow space. It brings to mind human bodies and objects melting in
the scene of a huge nuclear explosion, but this is only the primary, physical field of associations. It is hardly prob-
able that Kovásznai would have excluded such an association, considering that he made notes on the constant,
depressing threat of the Cold War and the peril of the atomic bomb. At the same time, yellow might also be a sym-
bolic colour of light and transcendental phenomena; thus, one may also perceive it as a reference to the mystical
dissolution of a human being while looking death in the eye. Images of the past flash up from among the shafts
of light flooding the reminiscing human figure, so that he can contemplate about his earlier human relationships
in a new light and in a new context. 

Figures against a Green Background is a large-sized canvas of a completely different structure than Large Yel-
low Composition. This painting reveals a metaphoric space of agony and disintegration, with its almost homoge-
neous green colour evoking a strange, disconcerting atmosphere. Only the upper left stripe of the horizon signals
a difference in tone. As opposed to the previously discussed pictures, this work is laden with an explicitly land-
scape-like character with a huge olive-green sea in its lower third part and a dark horizon that dissolves into in-
finity appearing behind it. This imaginary seascape (and even the patch of oil in it) evokes Yves Tanguy’s paintings
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Figures against a Green Background, 
ca. 1982, oil on canvas, 
150 × 250 cm, unsigned
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from the 1930s, whose mystical atmosphere seems to
originate from another planet. Naturally, this is part of
Kovásznai’s wide-ranging field of associations, not
only on account of his long cherished interest in sci-
ence fiction from the early 1960s on, but owing to the
fact that throughout his life he was attracted to the
surrealist, Dadaist association of ideas pertaining to
the classical avant-garde. This is indicated by the
amorphous red patch at the upper right, which is one
of the characteristic motifs of the classical avant-
garde. Similar motifs appear, e.g., in the works of
Hans Arp or Picasso. The surrealist vision also rein-
forces his life-long bond with the classical avant-
garde; in this case, the self-confident and proficient
employment of the subjective, unlimited field of as-
sociations attests to the influence of surrealism.

The three large half-figures in the foreground
provide some identifiable clue to the interpretation of
the figures. The blonde in the centre, reminiscent of a
Pop Art cover girl, definitely receives the most atten-
tion from the viewer. Her portrayal is endowed with
the most human characteristics within the entire pic-
ture, while the figure to her left is depicted with an
un-detailed male face, and a headless male torso is
placed beside her. Both figures turn helplessly toward
the blond woman, without the slightest chance of
contact. The blond female figure is connected by a

patch of oil, flowing from a tap at the lower right, with the female figure to the right that only bears a slight human
resemblance through her contours; her figure is suggestive of being rather a spirit or a ghost-like alter ego of the
blond woman. Behind the human figures of the foreground, an apocalyptic vision unfolds, with randomly placed
and isolated jumping figures filling the central pictorial field; figures that are difficult to identify in human terms.
This is a postmodern painting in many respects. It is anti-narrativist, or rather it is able to encompass any narra-
tive: a strongly fragmentary piece conveying the sense of “everything that was Whole is now broken”,28 rela-
tivising all points of reference of the so-called reality. One can rarely encounter a similar work in contemporaneous
Hungarian painting; in terms of its primary theme, it could be compared to László Méhes’ Tepid Water (1970) or
to Sándor Altorjay’s Let Me Sink Upwards (1967). Its symbols pertaining to a private mythology, integrated into a
landscape with a wide horizon, and floating in an oppressive, nearly homogeneous world of colours, could be dis-
cussed in parallel with El Kazovszkij’s paintings from among the contemporary Hungarian artists of the time. In
contemporary international painting, similar symbols can be detected primarily in the works of Mimmo Paladino,
such as his 1986 painting entitled Settime Ottomana. 

Figures against a Purple Background is perhaps the most expressive piece within the series. The pictorial field
is occupied by three male figures, showing hardly any trace of interaction. The white male figure in a hat, stand-
ing in the middle, is the transparent, spirit-like being familiar from other pieces from the series: a mysterious em-
bodiment encompassing the message of death, the eternal secret of the invisible immaterial dimension. Each of
the other two figures also represents a dimension of their own. The half-abstract female figure on the left is a
schematic, symbolic phenomenon, whose gaze strongly resembles that of the left-side male profile in Figures
against a Green Background. On the right is the most powerful character of the painting: a seated female figure,
whose luminous white, naked crossed legs and bluish cascade of hair evoke the protagonist of his earlier play, Blue-
Haired Women. The woman seems to have no connection whatsoever to the other two characters standing in the
purple scene; she looks out of the picture in the same manner as the outward-gazing female figure in Large Yel-
low Composition or in Synthesis with Self-Portrait. Actually, it is only the way she carries her head that suggests this
idea, as her blood-red spectacles, painted with whirling gestures, veil her eyes; essentially, she remains incognito.
The tormented, disconcerting, tension-laden atmosphere emanating from the painting is not only owing to the be-

Figures against a Purple Background, 
ca. 1982, oil on canvas, 
150 ×170 cm, unsigned

28 Quoted from an emblematic poem by
Endre Ady (1877-1919), “Coach-ride
into the Night” (Trans.’s note).
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Shortly before his death, in 1982–83, Kovásznai was working on an ambitious film. He wrote the literary screen-
play for Candide, an ingenious and humorous synthesis of Voltaire, a fabulous action film that would make
everybody realise that Voltaire’s novella readily lends itself to animation film.

What led him to choose Candide? Kovásznai was a devoted admirer and connoisseur of French art. His
secondary-school classmates and his fellow students from the academy have often referred to his erudition in
this field; János Major and József Bartl also recounted numerous legends about it. His film Ça Ira: The Song of
the French Revolution and the series of paintings linked to it attest to his profound erudition of and insight into
French history and culture, including the history of painting.

It was thanks to the visit of President Mitterand and Cultural Minister Jack Lang to Hungary in 1981 that
the production of this film was made possible. The latter decided to support the animation to be realised in
French and Hungarian collaboration, during a film screening organised by the Pannonia Film Studio. Subse-
quently, Jack Lang commissioned a renowned French director to collaborate with Kovásznai on realising the
filmic adaptation of this outstanding work belonging to the French Enlightenment. The co-production of this
feature-length animation film could have been a great enterprise under the auspices of the French–Hungarian
cultural relations of the early 1980s. The work progressed according to the planned schedule until the spring
of 1983, when the French director and Kovásznai were already working together in Budapest. Kovásznai elab-
orated the literary screenplay for Candide, as well as finished drawing or painting the key scenes. Some of them
are larger representative works on paper, complete with colour, while the majority are smaller black-and-white
drawings.

Kovásznai died unexpectedly during the preparatory phases of the Candide’s production, to the greatest
bewilderment of all his colleagues. In his will, he made a provision that the news of his death should only be
announced at the Pannonia Film Studio a month later. His death shocked everybody who knew him, as they
were unaware of his illness. What they knew was that he was continuously working, preparing new films and
film plans. After him, nobody was able to work effectively on Candide, even though Elek Lisziák, and subse-
quently Iván Kiss, tried to continue working on it. It seems that this film was a meeting place for great spirits:
a last meeting between Voltaire and Kovásznai. This state of delicate balance incited Kovásznai’s highly philo-
sophical writing on the principles of making the film. In its concept, one can strongly sense the continuation of
the train of thought explicated in his essay entitled Homeland Animation. In terms of genre, this is an essay again,
an introduction to an exciting train of thought rather than a matter-of-fact methodological text.

In his text entitled Candide, the Cartoon Hero, Kovásznai correlates Candide’s character, or that specific
“ontological status”, in many ways with himself. The graceful character with his pleasant style readily calls to
mind the image that Kovásznai’s friends have created of him in their reminiscences. Most important, however,
is a crucial part of the text centred on “Providence”, which relates to the film’s philosophical framework. Here
Kovásznai seems to discover a new possibility of Providence in the reality of the animation-producing imagi-
nation. Thus, the philosophical framework, i.e., the definition of the ontological status, becomes the animation
film’s methodological framework. This is his point of departure for deducing that Candide has a sovereign world
in the animation film, which means that we do not prescribe his actions based on our real world, but his own
free will has been given precedence within the filmic system. Could it simply be an ironic treatment of the En-
lightenment’s slogan of free will, or was it a refreshing fictitious escape from his own destiny? One thing is
doubtless: Kovásznai truly believed that, just as painting or other classical genres, animation is a sovereign genre.
He proceeded in this vein when writing the screenplay: the inner laws and the almost immaterial, unlimited pos-
sibilities of animation film illustrate the quirks of fate presented in the Candide story, on a wide horizon. 

CANDIDE, THE CARTOON HERO

Graceful as a marionette figure modelled after a Meissen porcelain. As if he were made of rubber, he survives
the most horrible insults of an inimical world, to spring to his feet again. His facial expressions are limited, as
his mentor, the philosopher Pangloss, inculcated his doctrinal ideological abstractions in him so thoroughly that
these irradiate his simple face as if it were an internal light. 

As opposed to such a meekly stiff face, Candide’s bodily movements and range of gestures are dynam-
ically choreographed. The hands and the legs have a lot to play, and that in a complicated and expressive man-
ner. The face may muse on and marvel at the clashes between a dogmatic mind and an extraordinary existence,

6.3. 
KOVÁSZNAI’S 
LAST, 
UNFINISHED FILM:
CANDIDE
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Pictures for the film, Candide, ca. 1982,
mixed media on paper, 40 × 50 cm, 
unsigned
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Pictures for the film, Candide, ca. 1982,
mixed media on paper, 40 × 50 cm, 
unsigned
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but in order for our protagonist not to get lost in this absurd world, the hands, the legs, and the trunk have to
salvage this dreamy mind; they have to flee, run, jump, ride on a horseback, stab and cut enemies, support
dying people, embrace women, bow humbly, distribute money generously, stride with grandezza, and bargain
with wide gestures, amidst this rococo cartoon ballet of unequal struggle. Consequently, the full arsenal of an-
imation movements has to be deployed to brush aside such awful dangers. The politely smiling Candide’s
bodily gestures are as varied and dynamic as are those of a ballet dancer in front of a Baroque opera-scenery
by Torelli or Burracini, with perspectives piled upon perspectives. 

Just as its literary ancestors – the Hellenistic Heliodorus in his Aethiopian Romance, or Fénelon in his
Télémaque – Candide operates within the classical adventure schemes: lovers hunt one another across conti-
nents, amidst the most horrible dangers impending like scenic clouds of storm; amidst hordes of pirates, in-
formers, inquisitors, swindlers, hypocrites, wild jungle tribes, soldiers armed to the teeth, and whole armies
swarming about on the world’s stage. Naturally, all these horrors and tribulations are deployed with a single
aim: to hinder the meeting of lovers of noble origin before the happy ending. 

Candide, however, is different from its literary forerunners. In the hands of Voltaire, the adventuresome
starting material becomes suddenly and dramatically absurd: no longer is there Providence to protect the per-
secuted heroes; they are left to their own devices. A novel can fill the enormous void gaping in place of a de-
funct Providence with philosophical contemplations and utopian conclusions (“virtue is that which is useful
for society, vice is that which is harmful for society”, “il faut cultiver notre jardin”, etc.). In the case of an anima-
tion film, however, it is obviously necessary to radically reduce such philosophising texts and fortify those 
elements that Candide abounds in: the sweeping tempo, the actions, and the humorous situations. In this way,
the problematic of the absence of Providence will not be lost either.

Pictures for the film, Candide, ca. 1982,
mixed media on paper, 40 × 50 cm, 
unsigned
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Candide in Venice, ca 1982, mixed media on
paper, 40 × 50 cm, unsigned

Candide in the Baron’s Garden, ca. 1982,
mixed media on paper, 40 × 50 cm, 
unsigned
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Doubtlessly, a new situation arose in the dimension of the animation genre. Such an ontological void of-
fers a specific opportunity for animation film. Candide, as a cartoon-film fate, is guarded through all the per-
ils by the genre’s dimension itself: by the providence of animation. In the same way as the silent burlesque
film’s dimensional providence took care of Chaplin and Keaton, or as Mickey Mouse and Felix the cat are pro-
tected in such an absurd world by an absurd species of an art form.

Ultimately, our animated Candide is reborn within a new genre, whose high degree of playfulness en-
genders a sovereign world, that of animation, which defies the absurdity of existence. Their common progen-
itor is the folk tale, and their primordial recipient is the child who resides in the depths of our soul. If the
audiences in the cinema are as excited and laugh as much as this child does, then the author can be satisfied.
We must perceive a tale-telling grandfather’s warm heart and love for humans in the cold, ruthless, and frivo-
lously rationalistic Voltaire. He is not sentimental, and yet he is not devoid of emotions. 

We must understand that Candide really loves Cunegund very much, and that he is attached with a
deep and moving friendship to his friends Pangloss, Martin, and Cacambo. 

Fénelon’s work, The Adventures of Telemachus, does not need the hyper-playful genre of animation film
and its genre’s dimensional providence, since his Mentor may still thunder without any sense of irony: “When
God creates man to be free, He does not leave him to his own devices; He enlightens man with His intellect”.
Well, this attitude has not yet brought about a new genre and has not yet given birth to animation; it can re-
main within the confines of the classical literary genre, because God still exists there and God’s grace is still able
to shine through the Baroque thunderclouds. Voltaire’s worldview, however, is secularised; thus, he does not
only negate Fénelon but also Pascal, Racine, and Boussuet. 

Therefore, animation serves in the place of God, as is readily signalled by the etymology of the word.
Paul Klee’s illustrations of Candide would have certainly pleased Voltaire; and he, whose novella was

dismissed as being “marionette-like” (and there is some truth to that: he was a genuine playwright!), would
have also liked to read Heinrich von Kleist’s essay on the marionette theatre. In the latter, the author questions
the famous dancer, Mr. C., who often viewed and admired a marionette show put up in the marketplace. Kleist,
who is surprised at this, questions him more closely about his reasons.

“`…And the advantage which such dolls would have over living dancers?´
`Advantage? First of all, a negative one, my friend, and of the greatest consequence: they would be in-

capable of affectation. For affectation appears, as you know, when the soul, vis motrix, inhabits any other point
than the center of gravity…´

`Moreover´, he said, `these dolls have the advantage that they defy gravity. Of inertia, that attribute of
matter most hostile to the dance, they know nothing, since that power which raises them exceeds that which
holds them down…´

`…It was totally impossible for a mere man to approach the grace of one of these mannequins. A god
alone might in this regard measure himself against pure matter. And at this point the two ends of our ring-
shaped world joined´.”29

Considering that Kleist wrote these lines in 1809, one must acknowledge that he had a startlingly clear
insight into the essence of what we call animation.

The actor Mr. C., thus, laid emphasis on the significance of the animation genre’s sovereignty, and this
is what we would also like to accentuate in the conceptual planning phase of the animation-film Candide. 

If we finally survey the scenes from the cartoon-hero Candide’s adventures, we must admit that despite
the safety provided by animation, it is all about a constant threat of awful, horrible, and devastating perils,
which occur in the form of fantastic actions. Nevertheless, we will be most loyal to Voltaire if we are faithful to
animation, in the same manner as Kleist explicated it. Let us leave all those slavish sighs of “difficult tasks” and
“weighty lessons” to those who have subjected themselves to naturalism. 

Those who really like animation – and all of us here in Budapest, from József Gémes to József Nepp, I
believe, do not only make but also truly love it – know that the key to the problems lies in the sovereign species
of the art form of wise tale-tellers. In our concept, everything perfectly conforms to the Voltairean material.
Cunegund is a female being, to the core; the Baron is awfully hard-hearted; the soldiers are frighteningly bar-
barian; Mother Nature, releasing an earthquake on Lisbon, is comically catastrophic; Pangloss, the puritan
Dutchman, is infuriatingly hypocritical and remains a slave to his ideology; “a million of regimented assassins
traverse Europe from one end to the other”; and “familiars of the Inquisition” are virtually thronging every-
where. Consequently, everything must be in the same way in the world of the cartoon Candide; and yet, we

29 Heinrich von Kleist, About Mari-
onettes, Tr. Michael Lebeck (Mindel-
heim: Three Kings Press, 1970).
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must pay attention and be sensitive to that which is only a nuance, a touch of difference compared to a simple
illustration: the sovereignty of the genre of ancient, wise tale-tellers.

Nuances are at issue here. Strangely enough, one can tell the least about this very crucial aspect, though
by relating the sovereignty of the genre to the sovereignty of the fairy-tale world, we might gather certain in-
formation. Naturally, it would be easier to speak about it if Candide were, let us say (if we planned it to be) a
cartoon opera! (It would be a mistake.)

Or else: let it become a cartoon-beat opera! Or else: let there be a vulgarly actualised Candide,  speeding
along Europe’s highways in his Porsche, wearing jeans, sipping his Coca Cola and engaging in a fight with the
terrorist Carlos! (Idiotism.) Or: let us re-write the Candide sujet so that no one could recognise it! (Bad fash-
ion.)… Instead of such petty ideas, we lay emphasis on the significance of the sovereignty of the genre, on that
subtle but essential thought that animation film is a specific dimension, in which animated cartoon heroes
enjoy a specific freedom.

What does this all mean? An increased attention to the ways in which this animated Candide, born on
the white paper as a graphic piece, wants to vindicate his own animation-film sovereignty. Doubtlessly, this
drawn figure will immediately indicate the way and manner in which it intends to live. We, in turn, have to pay
close attention to the signals of this drawn being so that we can understand and fulfil his wishes. Or again: in
which type of animation freedom does the animated Cunegund wish to play her appointed role? (It makes a
difference!) The drawing will render its wishes known. One must be attentive to the way Pangloss and the old
woman as well as Seignor Pococuranté wish to live on the white paper. We simply give them their existence
through the drawing, but then we let them free so that they can choose, from the many complicated animation
modes of living, that which suits them the most. No aggressiveness toward the characters, please! The same also
determines our relationship to the backgrounds, the environment, and the world hosting them. The Baroque–
rococo Europe – if we allow its motifs to have an influence on our souls – is in itself much more exciting, in-
teresting, and modern than anything else in our fantasies that we could force onto film! Therefore, we release
the spirit from the bottle and curiously observe what it will do afterwards; then we will follow it, but naturally,
not by completely eradicating our creative, artistic will. 

Let us observe pictures of Venice by Canaletto and Guardi, and then close our eyes: ladies and gentle-
men immediately start walking in St Mark’s Square, pigeons are flying in the melting sunrays of the 18th cen-
tury, and amidst the walking crowd we will notice the young Theatin arm-in-arm with the pretty Pacquette.
Candide and Martin are standing by the window watching them. 

“`You will at least allow´, said Candide to Martin, `that these two are happy. Hitherto I have met with
none but unfortunate people in the whole habitable globe, except in El Dorado; but as to this couple, I would
venture to lay a wager they are happy.´ `Done!´ said Martin, `they are not what you imagine´.”30

Following the massive amount of bloody events that happened in the previous episodes, Martin’s scep-
tical answer does not seem to be ungrounded. Naturally, our animation film cannot avoid representing the
tragicomic series of violence either. If with our eyes closed, we can conjure up the lovers of Watteau, Boucher,
and Fragonard, this should not only apply conjuring up 18th-century sexual life, but we also have to witness
all those horrible and horrifying rapes. 

Not even an animation film can embellish this fact: the world in which we live is a rather unpleasant
place, often beyond endurance.

The Voltairean social-political representation of this world is a uniquely complex achievement. The to-
tality of Christian Europe: war, fanaticism, inquisition, violence, slavery, deceptive philosophies, colonial ex-
ploitation, syphilis, military drill, fraud and self-deception, folly, prejudices, violation of women, social
oppression, and national bias. Our special animation devices, within the frames of their own genre, promptly
react to these social-political impulses, which still exist in our circles today. It would be of immense assistance
for the Hungarian team to learn our French partner’s standpoint regarding the motifs they think should be ac-
centuated and those that are inessential in the Voltairean sea of motifs and ideas.

We believe that the animated cartoon Candide should essentially be a sovereign work in terms of a sov-
ereign genre, constructed organically with the immanence of true tales, which eschews both vulgar actualisa-
tion and dusty, museum-like reconstruction, and which is able to concentrate ample energies to make its
audiences turn into happy children.31

30 Voltaire, Candide (Tr. William F. 
Fleming) eBooks@Adelaide, 2007.
31 The text, written in 1983, was pub-
lished in the film magazine, Filmvilág
(06/1993, 34–37) http://www.filmvi-
lag.hu/xista_frame.php?cikk_id=1278.



Over thirty years have passed since Kovásznai’s death in 198). This period has to be discussed in terms of two
distinct phases, as the history of the reception of his œuvre took very different forms before 2010, the year 
of his public rediscovery, and the years since then.

Prior to his rediscovery in 2010, the scholarly study of his life’s work failed to take place either from 
an art historical, film historical or literary historical aspect. The first edition of the present monograph is the 
result of the first thorough research, and as such, it is the first attempt at a comprehensive reconstruction. Ad-
hering to the chronology of Kovásznai’s body of work, the previous chapters have dealt with relevant art theo-
retical problems as well as issues related to the international socio-cultural context, in an effort to locate the
historical junctures of the œuvre. The present chapter aims to survey the events and changes during the nearly
three decades that have passed since 198), which have bearings on Kovásznai’s work, or which have 
influenced its acceptance, in an attempt to highlight the current possibilities of a wide-ranging interpretation,
utilisation, and scholarship.

Kovásznai’s work has remained only partially known even to the experts and practitioners of art; his
paintings were not presented to the public, and his films were mostly screened at previews, private performances
and exclusive film festivals. Most of his films have never made it to a wider audience, which is particularly and
palpably absurd in the case of his feature-length film duzzle dath J1980(. Consequently, his cinematic work could
only make its influence felt in a small, closed circle of professionals. The impact of Monologue is clearly manifest
in Sándor Reisenb/chler’s debut film, A Sortrait -rom our Wenturú J196V(. Reisenb/chler was Kovásznai’s utmost
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rival among the Hungarian animation filmmakers, as well as his strongest critic; he called Kovásznai “the filmic
poet of a mysterious life”. Nevertheless, he only made his point publicly after Kovásznai’s death in an article:
“One of the most original masterminds of Hungarian and European animation art, György Kovásznai, died 
a year ago. György Kovásznai was an enigmatic individual, hardly known even to his colleagues at Pannonia
Film Studio: he made most of his films alone or with little assistance, especially at the zenith of his career. Kovász-
nai’s role at Pannonia Film Studio was that of the en-ant terrizle. Naturally, this irritated many at the time when
the stiffening, one-dimensional cultural politics of personality cult was not yet a distant past. His film premieres
led to heated, often violent debates. Some called him a genius, while others declared him a charlatan. Some con-
tended that he drew like a dilettante, while others expressed that he always applied his pencil in an enthralling
manner. When I started working at Pannonia Film Studio, I felt that Monologue was the closest to my aesthetic
vision; the work of Kovásznai and Korniss became an obligatory intellectual standard for me. Their film initi-
ated the atmosphere of the adulthood’ of Hungarian animation art, reflecting the intellectual playfulness and
maturity that the milieu of refined cinema audiences had been awaiting for so long. Kovásznai’s mind-set was
not that of a professional. He lacked Attila Dargay’s charming playfulness, ózsef Nepp’s goal-oriented, nearly
impassionate professionalism, Marcell ankovits’ mountain-moving missionary zeal, and ózsef Gémes’ bal-
anced, punctilious perfection. György Kovásznai was different; he was an urban poet gifted with a specific sen-

Invitation to the retrospective exhibition,
Group No. 1 1969–71, 1997

Programme of the theatre regarding the
performance of his drama, Blue-Haired
Women, 1970
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sitivity and with an autotelic world of images. ust like his paragon ean Cocteau, perhaps he never wanted to
become a professional filmmaker, because deep in his heart he felt that the true power and authenticity of his
much-debated work could only be ensured by the trace of his own hand.”1

Kovásznai only showed his paintings to his closest friends; he abstained from exhibitions. Only once did
he want to take part in an exhibition with Group No.1 at the Budapest ?oo in 1970, but the jury, chaired by the
director of the ?oo, did not permit his submitted works to be exhibited. It was just a short time before his death
that he showed his last large-sized paintings even to his friends, in the form of a memorable private “guided
tour”. Thus, his paintings, made independent of his films, practically did not reach an audience at all. His novel,
poems and plays remained unpublished; he did not even have a chance to get through the censorship filter 
of that regime. His play entitled dluekwairev fomen was cancelled before its planned premiere at 4UgszUnház
5Comedy Theatre, Budapest[ in the spring of 1970. The reason for the hermetically sealed status of his paintings
and writings during his lifetime may primarily be due to the official censorship, which deemed them unwanted
among the classical genres of high art, as opposed to which animation filmmaking counted less representative
or less dangerous, and as such, was not subject to the same strict censorship. This enabled Kovásznai to realise
his films at all, but it also reinforced his confinement to a subcultural existence.

Invitation to the György Kovásznai tribute exhibition
and screening, 1988 Kovásznai’s first catalogue, cover, 1988

1 Sándor Reisenbüchler, “Tükörképek
és átváltozások” [Mirror Images and
Metamorphoses], Filmvilág, 08/1984,
14–18.
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Kovásznai’s literary and artistic legacy disappeared under mysterious circumstances immediately following his
death, to be subsequently transferred to his wife. Her ownership and right of inheritance, however, was later
challenged by Kovásznai’s daughter from a secret, extramarital relationship. The majority of the legacy was 
a subject of litigation over several years, awaiting a better turn of fate in a mouldy garage outside Budapest –
calling to mind the history of Csontváry’s bequest. With that being the case, his visual arts legacy failed to be-
come part of either public or private collections. The unsolved dispute over the title of ownership hindered their
involvement in art trade or public purchases as long as until 2002, when the probate was finally concluded. 
The fine arts and literary legacy became fully accessible for the purpose of scholarly study in 2007, when the
Kovásznai Research Center was established. Original copies of his cinematic works became only accessible 
in 2009 for digitalisation, with a view to research and publication. The long procedure of obtaining permissions
was owing to the closing of Pannonia Film Studio in the meantime, so that eventually the Hungarian National
Film Archives issued the permit.

The first tribute exhibition was held on the fifth anniversary of Kovásznai’s death in Kecskemét during
the Animation Film Festival in 1988. Several weekly papers published enthusiastic announcements about the
show. On that occasion, his first, small-format catalogue was published, edited by Dr. György Matolcsy, 
Dr. László 4égh and Kálmán Kecskeméti, with reproductions of a few paintings as well as graphic pieces from
his film, Wanvive. In addition, as an important stage of the research, the filmography was compiled, complete
with the list of film festival awards, biographical data, the inventory of extant audio documents Jthe readings
that Dr. 4égh had recorded( and manuscripts.

Symptomatic of the sense of insecurity prevailing in the period just prior to the regime change  
in 1989, the editors included one of Kovásznai’s crucial texts, Fel-kInterCie:, as an excerpt, without indicating
the actual omissions of the printed version. A few lengthier art-theoretical reflections and shorter parts with 
political overtones were omitted. With that being the case, it is easy to understand that such uncertainty and
Jself(censorship – which greatly influenced his friends and colleagues regarding Kovásznai’s utopian-socialist,
Marxist attitude and way of thinking – had its influence felt on the reception of his legacy in the 1990s. I regard
it as a significant symptom of the era, with the implication that a profound analysis of the 1990s intellectual 
climate, by revealing the general sense of confusion in people’s attitudes to the phased-out political system, may
lead to a partial understanding of the fragmentariness of Kovásznai’s reception history.

In 1989, Pannonia Film Studio, under the leadership of its director Dr. György Matolcsy, established 
the György Kovásznai Foundation, with the primary aim to preserve the artist’s legacy within the circle of the
artist’s friends and colleagues. The goal stated in the statutes is “to preserve the memory of film director György
Kovásznai J19)3–198)(.” Members of the Board in the 1990s were comprised of Kovásznai’s colleagues and
friends. The Presidents of the Board until recently: Dr. György Matolcsy 1990–1996; Elek Lisziák Jwho collab-
orated with Kovásznai from the late 1960s as a graphic and animation artist( 1996–1997; András Kisfaludy
Jdrummer, whom Kovásznai called a “general factotum” within his team, to subsequently become a docu-
mentary filmmaker himself( 1997–2003; and Dorottya Kovásznai Jthe daughter of the artist( since 2003. 
The Foundation has held annual commemorative events in Fészek Artists’ Club, sometimes in Rátkai Club,
where Kovásznai’s friends and acquaintances gathered to reminisce about the artist during friendly discussions.

The exhibition held at the banquet hall of the Fészek Artists’
Club, organised within the Kovásznai commemorative
evening (from left to right: Elek Lisziák, Kálmán Kecskeméti,
Dr. György Matolcsy, Eszter Dizseri, and József Bartl), 1992.
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Two of the Board’s consecutive Presidents paid tributes to Kovásznai in the form of films. One is a fea-
ture film made in 1988 by Elek Lisziák – who is originally an animation film director and painter, as well 
as a graphic artist – entitled orgetkmeknot, which presents long details from several of Kovásznai’s films and
unutilised animations from the bhis Is 1ust ashion series from 1976, incorporated in a symbolic story. Despite
Lisziák’s best intentions, this film, produced under the auspices of Pannonia Film Studio, is incoherent beyond
enjoyment; it is pathetic and fails to say much about Kovásznai. The second is a documentary film by András
Kisfaludy, director of an earlier documentary series entitled Mus átlié bhe Illegal Wa-A IkIII, who aimed to recall
Kovásznai’s memory through reminiscences by members of the Muskátli generation Jthe 1960s( in his 1997
film, Tyrcti estA 5Nights of the Boulevard[.

Initiated by Kálmán Kecskeméti, a member of Friends of the Foundation, the magazine FBpnháB 5Theatre[
published a special issue in 1992, focusing on Kovásznai’s literary activities in the form of brief overviews. In this
issue, writer and poet Gábor Görgey devoted his writing to Kovásznai’s interdisciplinary artistic activities, his ex-
traordinary personality, and activities in the fields of animation and painting. In his concluding lines, he turned to
theatre professionals, “Throughout his life, he truly longed to have of one of his plays staged for theatre. If my
memory serves me right, it was on the agenda of 4UgszUnház 5Comedy Theatre, Budapest[. He spoke of it with mod-
estly subdued, excessive excitement. I do not know why it was never realised.”

None of his plays have been performed ever since, and the manuscripts have remained unpublished,
apart from their online publication by the Kovásznai Research Center, where their full texts are available 
for reading and listening.

There have been attempts at fragmentary presentations of his painterly opus: in 1998, the Foundation pre-
sented a small exhibition in the Barcsay Gallery of the Hungarian Zniversity of Fine Arts, organised by András
Kisfaludy in collaboration with artist Dóra Maurer. 

A truly professionally organised small show opened in 1990 at Fészek Gallery, with opening remarks
delivered by painter Ilona KeseruÁ. A brief black-and-white catalogue was published on the occasion, with 
an insightful text by art historian Lóránd Hegyi. In his concise yet profound summary, Hegyi provides a con-
text and a frame of reference, as well as establishes a professional distance between the compiled œuvre 
and the present-time audiences. He recounts how he got to know Kovásznai: partly personally, but mainly
through the stories that he heard from Dezs  Korniss, with whom he had a close connection. Therefore, it was
through the experience of a living doyen of the classical avant-garde that one of the major art historians of the
1980s acquired his vision of Kovásznai, to encounter his paintings for the first time at the end of the 1980s. He
curated an exhibition in the Fészek Gallery, with a selection of paintings from Kovásznai’s last cycle, at which
he himself was surprised, despite the fact that, as he put it, “I did not have any expectations, as from all that
Korniss had told me, I knew more about the man than about his work.” A confident young art historian of the
1980s, Lóránd Hegyi applied those categories to Kovásznai’s painterly work, which he considered as useful
points of identification, just like in the case of the paintings of his own generation: “Kovásznai’s painting style
is narrative and mannerist”. Without going into details herein about its meaning and significance – which has
been discussed earlier – it must be contended that from the perspective of the reception history, Hegyi’s inter-
pretation and analysis was virtually the sole attempt over two decades after Kovásznai’s death, to correlate

The exhibition held at the banquet hall of the Fészek Artists’
Club, organised within the Kovásznai commemorative
evening (facing the viewer: Sándor Reisenbüchler), 1992.
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Kovásznai’s last cycle of paintings with any of the up-to-date art historical categories. The narrative–non nar-
rative or modern–mannerist dichotomies had served as time-honoured points of orientation 
from the end of the 1970s for art historians tackling contemporary art. During the past twenty years, no other
scholars have reflected on Hegyi’s interpretation, although it could have led to a highly important step: 
to discover an artist working on the borderline between the modern and the postmodern, in a country where,
and at a time when this discourse had only began germinating.

On the tenth anniversary of Kovásznai’s death, in 199), another brief catalogue was prepared for 
an eventually unrealised exhibition in the 4igadó Gallery, mentioned earlier. This catalogue includes reminis-
cences by friends and respectful colleagues, all highly personal in their tone, far from being art-critical 
or scholarly texts.

“We are trying to fit together fragments of our memories”, writes Kálmán Kecskeméti. In this vein, 
the reminiscences by two friends from his youth, Sándor uhász Jformer poet and animation co-author( and
painter ózsef Bartl, unanimously refer to the decisive impact it had on them when they were listening 
to Kovásznai speak of the French Impressionists and the avant-garde. Poet and physician Dr. László Balla 
accentuated his friend’s extraordinary personality: “He was a sensitive aloe flower in his precocious fullness 
of knowledge about the world, whose task on earth was to fill in the crevices of an immensely eclectic person-
ality’s framework with life and art. Merging in him was grotesque gaucheness with gracious nobility; 
suburban impudence and wickedness with philosophical loftiness and wisdom; elegant tenderness and grand
style with harsh licentiousness verging at times on tastelessness. His ingenious snootiness and often snooty in-
geniousness also meant a self-imposed seclusion from the mundane world: the modest retirement of a wounded
warrior.” Another colleague, László Deák, also strove to unravel Kovásznai’s personal aura in his writing about
him: “His apparently mysterious personality excited, provoked, and worried me. I always sensed the unreal-
istic and the absurd in his character as well as in his artwork. He sought the extreme and the bizarre, but first
and foremost, the sovereign and the inimitably individualistic in images, films and texts alike. He had a truly
full-fledged feeling for details and nuances, to which all his works attest.” The acknowledged writer Gábor

Invitation to the Kovásznai Tribute 
Exhibition held at the Hungarian Academy
of Fine Arts, 1998
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Görgey, who back then worked at Pannonia Film Studio as a story editor with Kovásznai, recalls his personal-
ity: “He was a restless, avid person, with an insatiable intellectual appetite. He was terribly thin; probably 
he burnt everything very fast, both food for the body and food for the mind. He was incessantly feverish, 
and I am not convinced that this is just a metaphor; I think, a thermometer could have shown indeed this con-
tinuous fever. And if we think of his alarmingly sudden death, then such a life-diagnosis was well grounded.”
Kovásznai’s friends do not go into details about his relationship to the intellectual climate of the era; a single
such reference is included in László Deák’s text: “He was born to be an artist, and a highly autonomous one 
at that. Furthermore, he had to fight it out in an era that hardly endured autonomy and a dissenting opinion.
Nevertheless, he did not have any conflict with politics, at least not that I know of, because his attitude and 
behaviour did not give a chance for that. He was a decent and elegant gentleman of ironic overtones, reserved
and curious; a hearty anecdotist and a reticent person when it came to that; a man who was always deadly
sure about knowing the place and the company where he happened to be at a given moment. He was not 
to lose alertness and expose himself at a wrong place. There were very, very few even among his many friends
and acquaintances who had a chance to know the tormented Kovásznai and his secret life as well; the person
who threw himself in manic work, and who struggled with problems of private and public life.” 

Amidst such an array of subjective writings, only Dr. György Matolcsy rendered a relatively reserved
summary of his view of Kovásznai’s œuvre: “The recognition or preterition of the true spiritual giants is also
an instance of qualification; namely, it also qualifies the eras yet to come. My anticipation is that Kovásznai
and the modern, intellectually and spiritually rich Hungary, that is yet to come, belong together.”

For many, this clear-headed argument by Matolcsy remained the most convincing adage, so much 
so that it became the motto of the two-day KO4őS?animation2 Festival organised in February 200V by the Foun-
dation’s new Board, led by Kovásznai’s daughter. It was thanks to her enthusiastic organisational activities that
original film copies were available on loan for the screenings at the Odeon-Lloyd cinema, where a small show 
of Kovásznai’s graphic work was also presented. The highly successful event attracted a full-capacity audience. 
The festival’s mission, summed up in its brochure, was the following: “The KO4őS?animation Festival is part 
of an ambitious overall concept, whose aim is the systematic research and archiving of György Kovásznai’s œuvre,
as well as making it available to the general public. The ultimate goal is to facilitate Kovásznai’s work 
to finally find its due place in the Hungarian public consciousness.”

Besides the Foundation, a private gallery also undertook the task of infusing Kovásznai’s work into the
public domain in 200): the Budapest GaG Gallery presented a smaller selection of his paintings under the title
Monologue between 3 December 200) and )1 anuary 2003. That exhibition did not remain without response:
“Looking at Kovásznai’s pictures on the walls of the GaG Gallery – now that we can finally do so – we can take
pleasure in the freedom of an artist who was free of inhibitions. The massive amount of paint and their super-
imposed layers on the re-painted canvases, the tale-telling power elevated beyond the opposition of the figu-
rative and the non-figurative, and visualised by brilliant painterly techniques and active deep tones, all depict
gestures of figures, which – I daresay – could enrich the gesture repository of performing artists”, wrote István
Antal in the literary weekly let As Irovalom 5Life and Literature[, amongst reminiscences of a more personal
tone.) In the monthly art journal, Krt Wonnoisseur, László Hemrik reviewed the exhibition, and voiced his sat-
isfaction about the fact that the artworks were finally accessible to the public: “The material, which was brought
to light – after twenty years of confinement in a garage – full of mould spots, was made to be restored by 
the GaG Gallery. After such peripety, the works are here and proud to face the crowd of Andrássy Boulevard:
We are here; we have returned; and with us, a divided culture in quest of its values and self-perception has be-
come richer. The exhibition of works by György Kovásznai is a significant event, and not simply owing to the
presentation of a few works from a life’s work, but because through these works we can also become acquainted
with new dimensions and new nuances of a historic era that vanished with the democratic changes. Thus, 
to deal with Kovásznai’s paintings – and of course, with his films, which are the results of artistic work and 
an enormous labour – is a question of self-knowledge.”3 Another young art historian made the following com-
ment about the exhibition: “Almost without exception, the articles published since his death have made refer-
ence to the fact that the work of this autonomous artist is actually unresearched; not only the documentation 
or an overview of the “material” is lacking but also a study of its significance, implications, and the experience
it carries  A general reception, however, can only be accomplished on a communal basis: through further 
exhibitions and the establishment of the œuvre’s presence in public collections, which convey and store 
our image of ourselves and our contemporary world in the form of artworks.”V

2 Kovásznai’s name means `the one co-
ming from Kovászna/Covasna´, a city
in Transylvania (now Romania). The
word of Slavic origin means `sour´. ‘Ko-
vász’ in Hungarian also means ‘leaven’.
3 István Antal, “Monológ” [Monologue],
Élet és Irodalom, 26 January 2004, p. 26.
4 László Hemrik, “A megtalált Kovász-
nai. GAG Galéria, Budapest” [The Re-
Discovered Kovásznai], Mûértô [Art
Connoisseur], January 2004.
5 Zsófia Somogyi, “Monológ, Kovásznai
György kiállítása” [Monologue, An
Exhibition by Gy.K.], Új Mûvészet [New
Art], March 2004.
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Related to the exhibition, a symposium was also organised with the aim to evaluate, analyse and pay trib-
ute to the artist’s work. Besides friends art historians and art critics participated in the symposium, which was
only recorded on video; no written documents were left behind.

Art historian and critic Iván András Bojár emphasised the strong qualities of the presented paintings, 
and he was appreciative of the fact that the material was explicitly “full of conflicts”. He posed the question 
of the possible positioning of the œuvre, or whether its potential canonisation could be based on the artist’s clas-
sical fine arts erudition. Art historian László Beke, who was the most active participant in the symposium,
pointed out that Kovásznai was one of the best Hungarian animation-filmmakers, who worked with a specific
dramaturgy of metamorphoses, with a characteristic trait of eclecticism and restless inventiveness. He deemed
it important to name the persons with whom Kovásznai collaborated, and laid special emphasis on Dezs  
Korniss and Elemér Hankiss among them. Beke appreciated Kovásznai’s activities by way of deeming Kovász-
nai primarily as a filmmaker, who occasionally made paintings. With regard to the series of paintings from the
early 1980s, Beke accentuated its relation to the neo-expressionist tendency. “Had he created this series at that
time in Berlin, we would now regard him as a star; that is to say, in the meantime he has become topical,”
sounded Beke’s succinct summary. Trying to answer the question why Kovásznai had not been discovered ear-
lier, participants of the symposium contended that the œuvre was highly individualistic and as such could not
be classified in any category, similarly to the œuvres of Tivadar Csontváry Kosztka, István Farkas, or Ilka Ged .

GaG Gallery’s initiative to reconstruct the œuvre with the involvement of experts was taken up by the
Kovásznai Research Center, which made the complete œuvre fully available for scholarly research, in cooper-
ation with the heirs. An archive was established where all interested researchers could access the legacy, either
in the original or partly in digitalised format. In the spring of 2008, this work resulted in the publication 
of an album which – far from striving towards completeness – was meant as an introduction.

The Research Center organised several discussions, reading events, and book presentations, in an effort
to establish a professional publicity for the œuvre, as well as facilitating the gathering of fragments of infor-
mation as preserved by professionals.

György Kovásznai pursued a career outside the institutionalised art scene, but in the meantime, his artistic strat-
egy has become part of the visual arts canon. Owing to this, his œuvre can now be introduced into a unified space
of reception, into the domain of the visual art. What does this statement imply] Since the 19V0s, Kovásznai was
an active practitioner of several genres simultaneously. At that time, and especially under the Hungarian cir-
cumstances of the time, each art form and genre had its own appointed place concerning its performance, com-
munication, and audience. From the 1970s, with the spread of the 1960s’ post-essentialist views, artists found 
it increasingly challenging to work in the intersecting fields of different genres in Hungary as well, but this only
implied a rather small circle of artists and intellectuals. In the mainstream culture, everybody stuck to his last: the
filmmaker stuck to the cinema, the artist to the exhibition space. Numerous contemporaneous reviews, as were
quoted above, reveal that the average art critic of the time usually reproached Kovásznai for failing to adhere 
to the purity of the genre, regarding his films; the general view, thus, kept to the calculable compartments 
of modernism, without a sense of self-reflection. Obviously, Pannonia Film Studio did not raise such essentialist
demands; owing to its director’s generous and understanding support, Kovásznai was able to work there for two
decades, making new works based on an interaction of different genres.

Gábor Görgey in his reminiscences, however, lets us know that Kovásznai had to face serious conflicts
within his own chosen art form, because of his fundamentally visual-art based approach: “The hardest battle had
to be waged for the film projects of a lanky, awkward young man. His name was György Kovásznai. He did not
belong to the studio’s staff, who would arduously bend over the work of in-betweens and know the ins and outs
of the trade from practice. He was an outsider with all of its advantages and disadvantages. The disadvantages
were due to the fact that his ideas were baffling even to the professionals. This was the freedom of an outsider, 
a spontaneous poetic overcoming of the profession and the technical tyranny of the workshop. He always, tena-
ciously, did the impossible. But by then, he was not an outsider. He was already well into the profession. 
Employing all the tricks of the trade, he gave body and life – film body and film life – to our phantasmagorias.

He was a representative of Pesamt unst in his own person and through his activities.”6 Thus, there were
intellectual partners around him, but this did not alter the ingrained academism of the given cultural structure.
By general agreement, Kovásznai was simply labelled as a filmmaker, since the public mind was unable to con-
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6 Gábor Görgey, “Kovásznai György
tun̈dökése” [The Splendour of Gy. K],
Színház [Theatre], Special Issue, April
1992.
7 László Beke, “A magyar animációs
film és a képzômûvészet [Hungarian
Animation Film and the Fine Arts]. In:
Tanulmányok a magyar animációs filmrôl
[Essays on Hungarian Animation Film],
Filmmûvészeti könyvtár 49. (Budapest:
Magyar Filmtudományi Intézet és Film-
archívum, 1975).
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tend with interdisciplinary activities, just as Kovásznai was unable – and did not intend to – make
his wider professional environment understand that he preferred to work in several genres at the
same time. Kovásznai was categorised as a filmmaker even by the so-called art professionals; and
as soon as someone had been placed in one of those pigeonholes, there was no way out of there. One
may also witness this in László Beke’s essay from 197V, in which he discussed Kovásznai in the first
place as an animation-film maker, who also introduced the vision of fine arts into filmmaking. It was
out of the question to consider the artist’s position the other way round; i.e. to think of Kovásznai
as a visual artist, who employs film to create a work of visual art.

His point of departure regarding the genre was that animation necessarily developed in the
direction of the fine arts, since “the development of film-like animation directly leads toward fine
art. To put it in other words, through thematic references, stylistic influences, and the acquisition 
of a sort of fine art vision, Hungarian animation film, too, had to reach a level that is no longer con-
nected to topical visual art problems by a superficial analogy but by a conceptual one.” These words
seem to imply a sense of genre hierarchy, but it is more than that: the art criticism here, attesting 
to a modernist, essentialist approach, suggests that the young animation genre could mature into
adulthood by drawing on the freshest streams of the good old fine arts. Even with such a relatively
differentiated contemporaneous approach, it seems to convey that animation pertains to the do-
main of film; and if it also embraces the inspiration of the visual arts, it can count on adult audiences 
as well. The only type of film that they could imagine in the cross section of visual art and film that
which they thought viable in the spaces of both genres, was experimental film. This thought began
to crystallise around 1970 in Gábor Bódy’s film theoretical works, within the intellectual workshop
of Béla Balázs Film Studio, which László Beke also joined. It must be based on this experience that
the above quoted essay included the following thought: “5From the fine arts approach[, only a step
further is experimental animation film, which – we think – is simultaneously film-like and visual-
art-like. It is film-like in that its central field of research is film, and it is visual-art-like in that it takes
the developments of modern visual art as examples for its vehicle of self-interpretation.”7

At the same time, the interpretation of genres as was characteristic during the socialist era 
is in sharp contrast to the way genres are conceived in our time. The difference is not only manifest
in whether common opinion expects the artist to decide if síhe wishes to be a painter or a filmmaker,
or if síhe envisions a work to be made on film in hisíher capacity as an artist or as a filmmaker. 
It is also perceptible in the way that a society, a culture, constructs its spaces for the presentation of art-
works. Evidently, during the time of socialism, Kovásznai’s animation films could exclusively appear
in the form of cinema screenings, and even within this form, only as short films or featurettes pre-
ceding the main feature film – e.g. Monologue was screened before ’oo  daL  in Knger – or as part of 
a full programme compiled of short films. His work was presented for the first time in 196V at the Bu-
dapest Puskin Cinema in this form. As for his paintings, he did not show them. We are aware that
Kovásznai was not anxious to fight his way to exhibitions at other times, either. What is certain is that
he would have had no chance to make an exhibition to present his works in every genre at a time 
in a single space.

What has changed since then] By the 1990s, the Western tendency, with its articulated form
of the postmodern, had begun to spread in Hungary as well, which brought intermediality, collage
and quotations to the fore. Owing to this, contemporary exhibition practice no longer considers the
decision about the genres to be presented in a single exhibition space as a key element, since genre
has become a question of free choice. The crucial element is the thought the works are centred
around; thus, the motto that defined Kovásznai’s artistic attitude – “it is the idea that generates the
style” – has by now become a basic standpoint in the institutionalised art scene as well. We may con-
tend that the time is ripe for Kovásznai’s interdisciplinary approach; it has become natural for 
recipients that these genres are shown together with the aim to present the world of an artist. The
point is that while Kovásznai was excluded from the institutional framework and system of his
time’s fine art, by today his strategy has become a general strategy of artists featured in the spaces
of visual art.

It is owing to this that his œuvre can be best presented in a visual art exhibition space, since it
also corresponds to the contemporary state of our culture. Providing strong evidence for the validity

Invitation to the Show, Monologue,
4 December 2003, GaG Gallery, Budapest



3 0 6

of the above statement, the parallel exhibition of György Kovásznai and William Kentridge, shown in the Bu-
dapest Museum of Fine Arts in 2011, presented Kovásznai on a common platform with an artist of global 
acclaim, whose œuvre, focussed on animated films, belongs to the most appreciated highlights of museum spaces.

It is no coincidence that following his death, Kovásznai’s œuvre was primarily utilised within the education 
of animation, outside the circles of friends, colleagues, and family. In the last decades, Kovásznai’s films have
been included in the obligatory curriculum of the Animation Programme of the Moholy-Nagy Zniversity of Art
and Design Budapest, a programme producing Oscar-nominated Hungarian animated short films. What could
be the reason, then, for the fact that his work fell outside the general map of the cold war era, its general cultural
history and art discourse] Why have high school pupils never heard of him before 2010; and not even students 
of art history] Or what do the students of the Zniversity of Theatre, Film and Television learn of him] Not to men-
tion what the graduate students of the Zniversity of Fine Arts know of him. Regrettably, they have not had the
opportunity to know much about Kovásznai before 2010, just like audiences of more general erudition, who are
open towards visual art. There has been no way to receive information about his work. Nobody published a thor-
ough scholarly study preceding 2010. His paintings remained without perceptive analysis and presentation. His
unprocessed films were kept on the shelves of the Hungarian Film Archives in negative rolls, so that no one with
a general interest could have accessed them. Because of such ungrateful technical and institutional circumstances,
the canonisation of Hungarian animation and visual art has remained inaccurate. It is also due to this situation
that Kovásznai is omitted from the canon of Hungarian art of our recent past. Naturally, one cannot speak of can-
onization today in terms of the modernist categories, since the art historical procedure that used to be called
canonisation, has been strongly questioned; its earlier solid grounding – based on an autonomous artist, 
on an art scene divided into protagonists and minor characters, and on theories of centre and periphery – has been
shaken. What we can posit, however, is that in the Hungarian recent past, there are often-referenced stories, but
there are untold stories as well, which are nonetheless similarly exciting and illuminating. Thus, the reason why
certain stories have not been told is not owing to their importance but to the structure of art historiography, which
– one should admit – encapsulates a large amount of contingencies.

Its general and fundamental proceeding is that an artist in search of possibilities of participating in pub-
lic spheres in the form of exhibitions, reviews, and catalogues, has to look for art reviewers and critics who can
speak of them in a suitable form and at a suitable forum. Kovásznai, however, did not seek such possibility and
did not seek the company of those “historiographers” who should have known about his paintings and writ-
ings. Thus, Kovásznai did not take an active part in the then topical production of written legends of his time;
he explicitly withdrew from the circles of fine art, official and underground alike. The arrangement of the for-
mal elements of films, their visual references, are to be studied from both the aspects of high culture and those 
of mass culture, especially because the unprocessed relationship of the socialist era’s artworks to popular cul-
ture has become clearly visible by the end of the 2000s. The majority of analyses and attempts at canonisation
determine the underground’s system of relationships to high culture. Kovásznai’s œuvre, however, is an ex-
cellent example of those rare works that utilised the elements of both high art and popular culture during that
period. Kovásznai’s œuvre has remained like a puzzle in the form of a family heritage. His work did not 
become accessible through university lectures, publications, public collections and their exhibitions accessible
through university lectures, publications, public collections and their exhibitions, or in art encyclopaedias,
while curious culture consumers during the 2000s had not much chance to encounter his work, either. They
could only hear about it, and even more frequently at that. Namely, from the legend of a hardly negligible 
intensity that preserved Kovásznai’s memory as a legendary hero of Hungarian animation to interested young
generations. At the same time, they know nothing about the painter Kovásznai, not even at the level of oral 
history. From his twenty-six films, only the lucky few could catch one or two on television or at the cinema.
Hardly anybody has seen his original paintings, not to speak of the complete œuvre. No one could have read
his literary works, as these have never been published. No publication presenting the entire œuvre has 
appeared so far. In spite of all this, curiosity has prevailed: on hearing his name, people’s eyes light up, and they
would gladly hear and see Kovásznai’s works.

Two decades after the end of the Cold War, in the era of asynchronicity, of parallel modernities, of global
assemblages, we must seize the special historical opportunity that artistic products of either the East or the
West side of the Cold-War period can be compared on the basis of their common domain of reference, 
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on the common ground of modernism. Kovásznai should not remain an isolated phenomenon. It is time for his
work to receive its due place in the art history of the Cold-War Europe.

This book marks the first steps toward telling Kovásznai’s story, toward embedding this micro-history into
the greater history of Hungarian and European art of the 20th century, toward its positioning on the map of art.

Since the comprehensive presentation of György Kovásznai’s work in 2010, the artist’s popularity has
perceptibly increased. The last few years have been devoted to the exploration and presentation of the national
and international links of his œuvre. The large-scale retrospective exhibition shown at the Hungarian National
Gallery in 20108 presented the artist’s entire body of graphics, paintings and films. For this exhibition, two
major Hungarian film directors, Igor Lazin and Ferenc Török, made a 6-minute animated homage film entitled
Je–ortraité ToCásBnai GH4H, in which major Hungarian opinion-forming experts reminisced about the artist.

In November 2010, Kovásznai’s work was presented within the framework of a lecture at the Royal
College of Art.

In 2011, the Budapest Museum of Fine Arts showcased György Kovásznai’s exhibition in parallel with
William Kentridge’s installation I am not me. As an accompanying programme of the event, Kentridge took part
in an artist’s talk in front of an audience of several hundred people.9

In 2011, a selection of his œuvre was shown at the Moholy-Nagy Gallery of Collegium Hungaricum
Berlin, with concurrent screenings of his films at Berlin’s Arsenal Cinema. Shown at the same time, the exhibi-
tion wommage á ToCásBnai R 0 fomen Krtists2 Sositions presented works by young Hungarian women artists
gaining inspiration from Kovásznai’s art practice.

In 2012, Kovásznai’s film faCelengths and the drawings belonging to it were featured in a group exhibi-
tion at Muzeum Sztuki Lodz, Poland.10 Between October 2012 and anuary 2013, his film Monologue was 
included in a significant Pan-European touring exhibition organised by the Deutsches Historisches Museum,11

shown in Berlin, Cracow, Tallinn and Milan. 
In 2013, a presentation of the œuvre was held in the framework of a lecture at the Courtauld Institute of Art. 
In 201V, Duncan of ordanstone College of Art and Design’s Cooper Gallery showed the exhibition 

bomorro: fas a Montage, featuring graphic design, animation, artists’ films and performance by Wojciech
Bükowski, Roman Cie lewicz, György Kovásznai, an Lenica and ?bigniew Rybczy ski.12

In early 2016, the artist’s œuvre is being presented by the Kovásznai Foundation in London’s Somerset
House, with the aspiration to acquaint British audiences with the artist’s work.

In summary, we can state that Kovásznai’s œuvre has gained increasing popularity, especially amongst
young artists and researchers: it has been the subject of university theses, a source of inspiration for new 
animated films and group exhibitions. It is more and more frequently referenced as a relativising factor 
in discussions of the apparently uniform canon of Hungarian art of the 1960s and 1970s. The canonisation
process of his work has taken place in effect since 2010, with a series of exhibitions and retrospective screening
programmes attesting to the fact that György Kovásznai’s work has been received with increasing acclaim
within the tradition of Hungarian and European visual art.  

8 Kovásznai, Hungarian National
Gallery, Building “A”, 4 June – 
26 September 2010. Curator: Brigitta
Iványi-Bitter. 23 000 visitors were
registered. The exhibition and its
accompanying events gained
significant press response, 
and the catalogue was sold out. 
The www.kovasznaigyorgy.hu website 
has been visited by many people 
to date. All this meant a substantial
contribution to the œuvre’s publicity,
visibility and accessibility. 
9 William Kentridge’s exhibition:
Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest, 
20 September – 26 October 2011. During
his artist’s talk, Kentridge also spoke 
of his view of Kovásznai, based on
what he had learned about his works
from the monograph and the archive. 
Curator: Brigitta Iványi-Bitter.
10 The exhibition Sounding the Body
Electric, Muzeum Sztuki, Lodz, 25 May –
19 August 2012. Curator: David 
Crowley.
11 The exhibition Verführung Freiheit.
Kunst in Europa seit 1945/The Desire 
for Freedom. Art in Europe since 1945.
Deutsche Historische Museum, Berlin,
17 October – 10 February 2012. 
Curator: Prof. Dr. Monika Flacke
12 Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art
and Design, Dundee, Scotland. Curator:
Sophia Yadong Hao. 30 October – 
18 December 2015
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BIOGRAPHY

1934
• György Kovásznai was born in Budapest on

15 May 1934, to György Kovásznai, official
at the Metropolitan Railways, and his wife
Mária Hamvai, dental assistant. In 1935, his
parents became divorced, and his mother
raised him alone.

1939
• His mother got married to Árpád Mozier;

two daughters were born to their marriage:
Ilona and Mária. They lived with the three
children in a stylish apartment in the Zugló
(14th) district of Budapest until 1944.

1944
• His stepfather was forced to enter military

service in the medical corps in Austria. By
the end of 1944, the family returned to Bu-
dapest, finding all their belongings and
home confiscated. From that time on, the
parents and the three children lived impov-
erished and in privation, initially in József -
város (8th district) and subsequently in
Angyalföld (9th district), poorer, mostly
working class neighbourhoods of Budapest.

1949
• At the age of 15, after 2 years of study at the

Madách High School, Kovásznai decided to be
a painter. With parental approval, he enrolled
in the OTI – National Social Insurance Institute
– Free School in 1949, where his teacher,
Piroska Szántó, painter, graphic artist, and
writer, made a lifelong impression on him.

1950
• He was admitted to the painting class of the

Art High School, where he was deeply de-
voted to preparing for the Academy of Fine
Arts, surrounded by his teachers (like Andor
Kántor) and classmates (like Ilona Keserü,
József Bartl, and János Major).

1952
• He began his studies at the Painting Faculty

of the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts, to-
gether with Ilona Keserü, József Bartl, and
János Major, his classmates from high school. 

1953
• His first play, The Tragedy of the Freshman, was

performed at the banqueting hall of the Acad-
emy. It is a critical and humorous unmasking
of the school, a travesty of The Tragedy of Man,
a seminal 18th-century poetic drama by Imre
Madách. The show was highly successful, but
it also marked the beginning of his ongoing
conflicts with his professors.

1954
• Kovásznai left the Academy, which he re-

called in the following way: “I simply left
because I considered the teachers untalented
and its spirit witless.” 

1954–55
• Kovásznai worked in the mines of Komló,

Dorog, Tata, and Tokodaltáró (which was
also a way to avoid military service).

• Subsequently, he worked in Budapest at a
shipyard and at a bakelite factory. During
that time, he frequented the circle of György
Lukács’s followers. He was in correspon-
dence with Aurél Bernáth on the real situa-
tion of the proletariat and moral issues
concerning an artist’s career.

1956
• He returned to the Academy of Fine Arts, to

the class of Aurél Bernáth (where László
Lakner was his classmate). His professors,
however, regarded his paintings deplorable
and outrageous; even his favourite professor
Bernáth retreated when the director, Do-
manovszky, refused to grant a diploma to
him, so eventually he was kicked out from
school in 1957.  

1958
• He concentrated his energies on writing; he

completed his autobiographical trilogy, Times.
1958–1974
• He was the picture editor, and subsequently

editor-in-chief, for the arts section of the lit-
erary periodical Nagyvilág, where he also
published art critiques and drawings.

• He became acquainted with writers and lit-
erary circles. He presented his writings in
reading events organised in private apart-
ments, worked with illegal theatre groups,
and directed his plays in private perform-
ances, as well as taking part in private gath-
erings to listen to new classical and popular
music from the West.

1959
• He developed a deep friendship with

painter Dezsô Korniss, with whom they col-
laborated on five films in the following
decade. He wrote dramas, comedies, and art
criticism, as well as painting and drawing.

1961
• Animation filmmaker József Nepp asked

Kovásznai to work with him as a story edi-
tor at the Pannonia Film Studio; he wrote
the script for Nepp’s film, Buddy and the Wiz-
ard. Subsequently, he wrote scripts for ani-
mation and live-action films as well as
feature films (for films directed by Tamás
Csermák, István Imre, and Tamás Rényi).

1963
• Both his scripts and artistic talent were highly

regarded at The Pannonia Film Studio. 
• He made his first autonomous film, Mono-

logue, in collaboration with Dezsô Korniss
(employing paper cut-out and collage tech-
niques). The Pannonia Film Studio had con-
siderable difficulties in obtaining permission
for the film’s release, but it was eventually
premiered at the Corvin Cinema, Budapest,
achieving great success among the audiences.

• Subsequently, he collaborated with Dezsô
Korniss on further five films: Young Man Play-
ing the Guitar at the Old Masters’ Gallery (1964),
an experimental animation that was the sole
banned film from among those produced by
the Pannonia Film Studio during the socialist
regime; Thought (1966) From Dawn to Dusk /
Something Different (1967); A Painter’s Diary
(1968); and The Cricket’s Wedding (1969).

1963–1982
• He made twenty-five animation films with

various techniques (see the Filmography).
1964
• He created his first stop-motion painting

film entitled Metamorphoses, which won the
Gold Ducat Award at the Mannheim Film
Festival and the Festival Prize from the
Miskolc Short Film Festival in 1965. 

1970
• He completed Light and Shadow, a line-draw-

ing film based on a script by Elemér Han-
kiss, sociologist and literary historian. His
film, Hamlet, won the Prize for the Best
Hamlet Adaptation at the World Shake-
speare Conference in Vancouver, Canada, in
1971.

1971
• He made another trendsetting film under

the title Blossoming No. 3369, the first in a
row of experimental films based on his
anima vérité film concept. 

1974
• His painting film, Ça Ira: The Song of the

French Revolution was awarded the Prize for
the Best Colour Film at the Barcelona Film
Festival.

1975
• A television version of his play Csontváry

was made by film director Gábor Várkonyi.
1979
• His first feature-length animation film, Bub-

ble Bath: A Musical Special-Effects Film to the
Rhythm of a Heartbeat, was completed.

1980
• Kovásznai was diagnosed with a serious

condition of leukaemia, but refused medical
care. He began working on a series of large-
sized paintings synthesising his œuvre,
which he continued until his death.

1982
• He completed his last film, Reportrait, com-

plying most closely with his anima vérité
concept, in collaboration with Elek Lisziák. 

1983
• György Kovásznai died on 28 June, while

still working on his drawings and paintings
for Candide, his second feature-length anima-
tion film prepared in French–Hungarian co-
production.

Kovásznai György and his family, with his mother in
the foreground, on the terrace of his house in Buda,
1973

The wife of György Kovásznai, née Gizella Baranyi, on
their balcony facing the Buda Hills, 1973
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FILMOGRAPHY

MONOLOGUE / MONOLÓG (1963)
Written, Designed, and Directed by György
Kovásznai
Graphic Design by Dezsô Korniss
Main Contributor: Jankovics Marcell
Cinematography: Alfréd Klausz
Music Compiled and Sound Edited by István
Bélai
Editor: János Czipauer
The Woman’s Voice: Gabi Magda
The Young Woman’s Voice: Éva Lengyel
32 mm, 12,5 min.

METAMORPHOSES / ÁTVÁLTOZÁSOK (1964)
Painted and Directed by György Kovásznai
Cinematography: Alfréd Klausz
Sound Editor: István Bélai
Sound Composition by Péter Eötvös
Music Performed by Ferenc Szekeres’ Choir
Production Manager: Miklós Bártfai
35 mm, 6,5 min.

YOUNG MAN PLAYING THE GUITAR AT THE OLD
MASTERS’ GALLERY / GITÁROS FIÚ A RÉGI KÉP-
TÁRBAN (1964)

[Original working title: Nô a tükör elôtt
�Woman in Front of a Mirror]
Written and Directed by György Kovásznai
Cinematography: Alfréd Klausz
Sound Editor: István Bélai
Music by Zorán Sztevanovity and His Band
Editor: János Czipauer
35 mm, 7,5 min.

MIRROR IMAGES / TÜKÖRKÉPEK (1964)
Written, Drawn, and Directed by György
Kovásznai
Director’s Assistant: József Gémes
Collaborator: Marcell Jankovics
Cinematography: Alfréd Klausz
Sound Editor: István Bélai
Jazz: Géza Berki
Editor: János Czipauer
35 mm, 6,5 min.

JOY OF LIGHT / A FÉNY ÖRÖME (1965)
Written, Painted, and Directed by György
Kovásznai
Co-Director: József Gémes
Cinematography: Mária Neményi
Photographs by György Dobray
35 mm, 13 min.

TALES FROM THE WORLD OF ART / MESÉK A
MÛVÉSZET VILÁGÁBÓL (1965)

Written, Painted, and Directed by György
Kovásznai
Cinematography: Mária Neményi
Jazz: Géza Berki
35 mm, 10 min.

THOUGHT / A GONDOLAT (1966)
Screenplay Written and Directed by György
Kovásznai
Music: Dr. László Végh
35 mm, 50 sec.
The film was made for the Montreal World
Expo 67, whose subject was Man and His
World. Besides György Kovásznai, seven
other short films, of 50 minutes running time
each, were made by eight Hungarian anima-
tion-filmmakers. This film has been lost.

A NAPLÓ / DIARY (1966) 
Written, Painted, and Directed by György
Kovásznai
Cinematography: Mária Neményi
Sound Editor: István Bélai
Electronic Music: Dr. László Végh 
Editor: János Zipauer
Cast: Vera Jakovits, Iván Jakovits, and László
Hajnal
35 mm, 10,5 min.

HAMLET (1967)
Drawn and Directed by György Kovásznai
Cinematography: Lajos Kiss
Sound Editor: István Bélai
Music performed by Levente Szörényi and
the Illés Band
Editor: János Czipauer
35 mm, 14,5 min.

FROM DAWN TO DUSK / SOMETHING DIFFERENT /
REGGELTÔL ESTIG / VALAMI MÁS (1967)

Made by György Kovásznai, György Dobrai,
and Dezsô Korniss 
In Collaboration with: Sándor Juhász, József
Gémes, Zsuzsa Vidor, Klári Patkó, and
Domonkos Horváth
Special-Effects Cinematography: Lajos Kiss
Sound Editor: István Bélai
Music: Excerpts from music by Tchaikovsky
and popular music
Editor: János Czipauer
Production Manager: Román Kunz
Cast: Teri Kovács, Géza Böszörményi, and
Tibor Orbán
35 mm, 9,5 min.

BALLAD / BALLADA (1968)
Written by Sándor Juhász
Painted and Directed by György Kovásznai
Cinematography: Alfréd Klausz
Sound Editor: István Bélai
Music by Gábor Presszer
Singing by Zsuzsa Pálos
Music performed by the Omega Band
35 mm, 7,5 min.

A PAINTER’S DIARY / EGY FESTÔ NAPLÓJA (1968)
Made by György Kovásznai and Dezsô Kor-
niss
Cinematography: Lajos Kiss
Sound Editor: István Bélai
Music: Corelli (La Folia)
Editor: János Czipauer
Production Manager: Román Kunz
35 mm, 7 min.

“THE CRICKET’S WEDDING” / PASTORAL DANCE /
„HÁZASODIK A TÜCSÖK” / PÁSZTORTÁNC (1969)

Made by György Kovásznai and Dezsô Kor-
niss
Cinematography: Irén Henrik, György Do-
brai
Folk Music Adaptation by Ferenc Pesovár
Artists whose works are featured in the film:
Margit Anna, István Csók, Ilona Keserü,
József Koszta, Dezsô Korniss, István Nagy,
József Egry, Dezsô Korniss, Károly Lotz,
István Nádler, and Vasarely Victor
Motifs of Shepherds’ Cloaks: from the Collec-
tion of István Gyôrffy 
Editor: János Czipauer
Production Manager: Román Kunz
35 mm, 6,5 min.

GLORIA MUNDI (1969)
Screenplay Written and the Film Directed by
György Kovásznai and István Bélai
35 mm, 2 min.

WAITING IS COOL / VÁRAKOZNI JÓ (1969)
Directed by György Kovásznai
Director’s Assistant: József Gémes
Sound Editor: István Bélai
Music Performed by Gábor Presser, János
Kóbor, Sándor Juhász, the Omega and the Ex-
pressz Bands
Editor: János Czipauer
35 mm, 4,5 min.

LIGHT AND SHADOW / FÉNY ÉS ÁRNYÉK (1970)
Written by Elemér Hankiss
Drawn and Directed by György Kovásznai
Cinematographer: Csaba Nagy
Sound Editor: Péter Bársony
Singing by Erika Sziklay
Drums: András Kisfaludy
Editor: János Czipauer
11,5 min.

WAVELENGTHS / HULLÁMHOSSZOK (1971)
Screenplay Written by, Painted and Directed
by György Kovásznai
35 mm, 6,5 min. 

BLOSSOMING NO. 3369 / RÜGYFAKADÁS NO. 3369
(1971)

Directed by György Kovásznai 
Story Editor: Klári Komlós
Cinematographer: Csaba Nagy
Animation Artists: István Bányai, László
Deák, István Fillenz, György Kovásznai, Elek
Lisziák, and Miklós Papp
Graphic Artist: Kálmán Kecskeméti
Music Compiled by: Dr. László Végh 
Cast: Judit Ésik
35 mm, 18,5 min.

THE CITY THROUGH MY EYES / VÁROS 
A SZEMEMEN ÁT (1971)

Painted and Directed by György Kovásznai
Special Effects: Sándor Juhász
Cinematographers: György Dobray and
Csaba Nagy
Music by János Baksa-Soós
Music Performed by the KEX Band
35 mm, 10 min.

The films are all colour films produced at the Pannonia Film Studio.



3 1 4

NIGHTS IN THE BOULEVARD / KÖRÚTI ESTÉK
(1972)

Drawn and Painted by László Deák, István
Fillenz, György Kovásznai, Elek Lisziák, and
Miklós Papp
Performed by: János Czipauer, Géza Do-
brányi, Kati Kaim, Klári Komlós, Katalin Sza-
kács, Béla Zsebényi, András Kisfaludy, Anna
Papp, and Zoltán Polyák
35 mm, 9 min.

CALENDAR / KALENDÁRIUM (1972)
[A film commissioned for the 40th anniver-
sary of Fascism]
Drawn by György Kovásznai
Story Editor: Klári Komlós
Cinematographer: Irén Henrik
Sound Editor: Péter Bársony
Sound Technician: Béla Zsebényi
Editor: János Czipauer
35 mm, 9,5 min.

ÇA IRA: THE SONG OF THE FRENCH REVOLUTION /
ÇA IRA – A FRANCIA FORRADALOM DALA (1973)

Painted and Directed by György Kovásznai
Collaborators: Péter Bársony, Márta Csillag,
János Czipauer, András Osvát, Miklós Papp,
Béla Zsebényi, Katalin Kaim, Klára Kassai,
and Frigyes Janotyik
10,5 min.

MEMORY OF THE SUMMER OF ´74 / A 74-ES NYÁR
EMLÉKE (1974)

Screenplay Written by, Painted and Directed
by György Kovásznai
Music Compilation and Sound Editor: Péter
Bársony
Music Performed by Gábor Presser, Levente
Szörényi, Zsuzsa Koncz, Kati Kovács, Máté
Viktor, the LGT and the Hungária Bands
Collaborators: János Czipauer, András Osvát,
Miklós Papp, Béla Zsebényi, Katalin Kaim,
Klára Kassai, and Frigyes Janotyik
10,5 min.

THIS IS JUST FASHION: A MUSICAL AND DANCING
PICTURE BOOK ON THE PAST YEARS’ FASHION
TRENDS 1-6. /
EZ CSAK DIVAT – ZENÉS-TÁNCOS KÉPESKÖNYV
AZ ELMÚLT ÉVEK DIVATJELENSÉGEIRÔL. 1–6.
(1976)

[A television film series in 6 parts]
Script Written by György Kovásznai and
János Komlós
Directed by György Kovásznai
Co-directors: Sándor Juhász and Elek Lisziák
Collaborators: András Kisfaludy, Katalin
Bánki, Edit Szalay, Magdi Kecskés, Zoltán
Madarász, Miklós Papp, and Iván Kiss
Tracing and Painting by Zsuzsa Eötvös, Mag-
dolna Jehoda, and Anna Bottlik
Director of Dialogues: István Vajda
Sound Editors: Péter Bársony and Béla Zse-
bényi
Music Director: Zsolt Pethô
Editor: János Czipauer
6 × 20,5 min.

BUBBLE BATH: A MUSICAL SPECIAL-EFFECTS FILM
TO THE RHYTHM OF A HEARTBEAT / HABFÜRDÔ –
ZENÉS TRÜKKFILM SZÍVDOBBANÁSRA (1979) 

Written and Directed by Gábor György
Kovásznai 
Story Editor: Péter Molnár Gál 
Animation Director: Sándor Juhász
Technical Director: Jenô Koltai
Cinematographer: Árpád Lossonczy
Musical Director: János Réti
Music Composed by János Másik
Graphic Designers: Gábor György Kovásznai,
Sándor Juhász
Background: Miklós Papp, Gábor György
Kovásznai
Editor: Magda Hap
Reporters: Kálmán Kecskeméti, Piroska
Kovács, and András Nyerges
Models: Irén Bordán, Katalin Dobos, and
Géza Girardi
Cast: Albert Antalffy, Katalin Bontovics,
Katalin Dobos, and Anna Papp
35 mm, 80 min.

THE WEEK / A HÉT (1981) 
Based on the concept by György Kovásznai 
Drawn and Directed by György Kovásznai
and Elek Lisziák
MTV (Hungarian Television), 16 mm, 4 min.

REPORTRAIT / RIPORTRÉ (1982)
Based on the Concept by György Kovásznai
Reports by Elek Lisziák
Drawn and Directed by György Kovásznai
and Elek Lisziák
Story Editor: András Szeredás
Collaborators: László Haris, Márta Jankovits,
Magdolna Jehoda, Éva Lakos, and István Lu-
gossy
Cinematography: Árpád Lossonczy
Music by Lajos Kováts
Sound Editor: Béla Zsebényi
Editor: Magda Hap
Animation Artists: Iván Kiss and Anna Orbán
35 mm, 11 min.
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PLAYS

The Tragedy of the Freshman [Az Elsôéves Em-
berke Tragédiája]. (Parody) 1953

Paxit. (Drama in 3 acts) 1954. Completed with
Act III, 1981
Revised versions: Rio (A drama in 4 acts); Old
Bums [Régi csibészek]. The dates of the re-
vised versions are uncertain. In 1979, a
sound recording of it was made under the
title, God Luck! [Jó szerencsét!](Real play in 3
acts). 

Quartet Drama or Anti-Existentialist Drama [Quar-
tett dráma vagy Anti-egzisztencialista dráma].
(Drama in 3 acts).
A sound recording was made in 1958. At the
time of the recording, it did not have a de-
finitive title.

Blue-Haired Women [Kékhajú nôk]. (Comedy in 3
acts) 1970
In the same year, a sound recording was
made. Staged by Zoltán Várkonyi, 1970. The
play was eventually not performed at the
Budapest Comedy Theatre, although it was
included in the theatre’s programme. An al-
most identical variation of Blue-Haired
Women was made under the title Woman in
Outer Space [Nô a világûrben] (Comedy in 3
acts), only extant in sound recording (1959).1

The Secret Nostalgia Program [A titkos nosztal-
giaprogram]. (Pseudo-scientific–fantastic cer-
emony in 4 scenes).
Its variations: The Conquest of Mars [A Mars
meghódítása]. (Drama in 4 acts) 1959. It was
tape-recorded in 1963, with several varia-
tions as compared to the 1959 manuscript;
two novelettes entitled The Golden Age [Az
aranykor], and The Hydra [A hydra], dates un-
determined.

Gentle Messenger [A szelíd hírhozó]. (Drama in 2
acts) 1965
Tape-recorded in 1965.

Csontváry. (Drama) 1970
Its variation: The Painter Tivadar [Tivadar
festô]. (A Naïve Biographical Theatre in 4
Scenes) 1975.

A and A [A és A = András és Andrea]. (Drama) 1974
Its augmented variation is entitled, Keyhole
[Kulcslyuk] 1974.

Inspector Bergman [Bergman felügyelô]. (Drama
in 2 acts). Date undetermined.

Johnny Popcorn [Pattogatott Kukorica Jancsi].
(Drama).
Tape-recorded in May 1982.

.

SHORT-STORIES

Ephemeral and Timeless [Múlandó és maradandó].
(Short-story). 
A sound-recording of it was made in 1958.

Ebenda [Ébenda]. 1959–1960
A sound-recording of it was made in 1966

The Revenge [A bosszú]. Ca. the late-1950s.
Its exact date is unknown. 

Ozoldóra:“Horrific Artwork”[ Ozoldóra – “Borzadá-
lyos mû”]. 1960
The short-story remained in the form of an
artist’s book, hand-painted and written by
the author.

Hommage à Richard Strauss. Ca. 1964
In the same year, the author altered the orig-
inal title of the short-story to Hommage à
Klemperer; Kovásznai’s reading under the
latter title was tape-recorded in 1964.

The Antichrist [Az antikrisztus]. 
It is only extant on a sound recording made
in 1965.

Hand in Hand. [Kéz a kézben].
It is only extant on a sound recording made
in 1965.

X [Iksz]. Ca. 1963.
It was tape-recorded in 1966.

The Siege of Pest Buda [Pest Buda vívása]. 1970
It was tape-recorded in the same year.

Contintent [Kontinens]. Date undetermined.

NOVELS

Times [Idôk]. (An autobiographical novel) 1956–
1958 
In 1956–1963, it was tape-recorded under the
title, Three Times [Három idô].

The Hydra [A hydra]. (Novelette). It is a variation
of the play, The Secret Nostalgia Program [A
titkos nosztalgiaprogram]. Date undetermined.  

POETRY

Toward 1955 [1955 elé]. 1955
Pomptank [Pompatank]. First version 1964.

Second version 1969.
The poem was tape-recorded in 1964.

FILMSCRIPTS

Eve’s Life [Éva élete]. (Film treatment) 1953–1962
As Long as We Are Happy [Amíg boldogok

vagyunk]. (Scenario) 1965
Ten Millions [Tízmillió]. (Film treatment) 1964–1965
Flora [Flóra]. (Screnplay) 1966

It was tape-recorded in the same year.
Bubble Bath [Habfürdô] (Screenplay) 1978 

The manuscript was multiplied in 50 copies
at the Pannonia Film Studio in 1978.

Automatic Virgin [Automata szûz]. (Animation
film script) 
Based on the novelette Hydra, which is a
variation of “The Secret Nostalgia Program”.
Date undetermined.

Roses [Rózsák]. (Short film script). Date unde-
termined.

FILM SCRIPTS, SKETCHES

I’m in Love with Two People [Kettôt szeretek].
(Film sketch) Manuscript from 1959, tape-
recorded on 11 May 1959.

Film Treatment No. 2 (Untitled) [Filmnovella II.
(Cím nélkül). In 1960 it was tape-recorded,
with György Kovásznai participating in the
debate after its reading. 

The Joy of Song [A dal öröme]. (Film sketch). The
film was directed by Tibor Csernák in 1963.

The Miner [A bányász]. (Film sketch) 1964. The
film entitled The Joy of Light was based on
this sketch, made in 1965.

Parlez-vous français? (Animated film sketch)
1967. The film sketch was revised under the
title, Please Miss [Tanárnô kérem].

The Story of the Diver [Történet a búvárról]. (Film
sketch) ca. 1977. (Precursor of Bubble Bath)

TV-Topics [TV-témák]. (Sketch of 9 animation
film concepts) 1979

Noise [Zaj]. (Animation film concept) 1980
The Quotation of the WEEK [A HÉT idézete].

(Sketch) ca. 1980. In 1981, a short animation
insert was realised from this concept within
the television news programme, THE
WEEK.

Psychogram Series. A Moving Animation Sign Sys-
tem [Pszichogram-sor. Mozgó audiovizuális
jelrendszer]. (Film sketch) ca. 1980. Realised
after a discussion with János Hajdu, manag-
ing editor of the television programme, THE
WEEK.

YEAH-YEAH-YEAH, or the True Story of the Pea-
tles [JE-JE-JE, avagy a Peatles együttes hiteles
története]. (A children’s film combined with
animation) 1981–1982                 

Automata Oh! Or TV-Star Wars, or A New Year’s
Eve Sketch with Cartoon Intermezzi [Automata
oh! avagy TV-csillagok háborúja, avagy szil-
veszteri vázlat közbül rajzfilmekkel]. (Film
sketch) ca. 1981.

Little Red Riding Hood and Dr. Wolf. The Muppet’s
Genre-Specific, Humorous Elements [Piroska
és Dr. Farkas. A muppet mûfajspecifikus hu-
morelemei]. (Sketch) 1981

Don Giovanni / the work, material, and time re-
quirements of a muppet-puppet [Don Juan /
báb-muppet munka-, anyag- és idôigényei].
(Film sketch) 1981

BIBLIOGRAPHY: PRIMARY SOURCES
A LIST OF WRITINGS BY GYÖRGY KOVÁSZNAI

1 All the sound recordings were made
available to the author of this book by
Dr. László Végh personally. Each sound
recording was performed by György
Kovásznai (accessible at the website:
http://www.kovasznaigyorgy.hu).
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Reportrait-s [Riportré-k]. (Film sketch) The film
was completed in 1982, complete with the
concept of the Quotation of the WEEK and
Psychogram Series; a further elaboration of
the discussion with János Hajdu about the
television programme, THE WEEK.

The Vane Lion [A hiú oroszlán]. (Film sketch)
Date undetermined.

A Letter from Andrea, or the Latest Offshoot of
Romanticism [Andrea levele vagy a romantika
legeslegújabb hajtása]. (Film sketch) Date un-
determined.

The Adventures of Mr. Patient [Páciens úr kaland-
jai]. (A sketch of an animation film concept
for Hungarian Television) Date undeter-
mined.

UNPUBLISHED ESSAYS AND STUDIES 

Woman in front of a Mirror [Nô a tükör elôtt].
(Film Sujet – study) 1963

A sequel of the animation film Monologue,
which served as the basis for the film, Young
Man Playing the Guitar at the Old Masters’
Gallery. The author’s reading was tape-
recorded in 1963.

A Few Notes on Total Cinema [Néhány szó a totál-
filmrôl]. (Study) 1967

A Letter to My Philosopher Friend [Levél filozófus
barátomnak]. (Philosophical Study) 1969. 

It was tape-recorded in the same year.
Aspects of Totality and the Unparalleled Concrete

[A totális és a példátlanul konkrét aspektusai].
(Philosophical study) 1970

The Pan-Universal as the Precausal [Az összuni-
verzális, mint prekauzális]. 1970. It was only
preserved in a form of sound recording.

Work Method for the Realisation of Blossoming 
[A Rügyfakadás megvalósításának
munkamódszere]. (Study) 1971.2

Aspect [Aspektus]. (Philosophical Study) 1971

Self-Interview. Ca. 1976

Charm. Reflections on Piroska Szántó’s book
[Charme. Gondolatok Szántó Piroska
könyvérô]l. (Essay) 1982. A reminiscence con-
nected to Piroska Szántó’s book, Balaam’s
Donkey [Bálám Szamara] (1982)

Notes from the Early Times [Feljegyzések a korai
idôkbôl]. (Essay). Uncertain date.

On the Tasks of the New Generation of Artists [Az
új képzômûvész nemzedék feladatairól]. Date
undetermined. 

PUBLISHED CRITICISM  

Különc ifjúság [Eccentric Youth]. Élet és Irodalom,
42/1958. p. 4.

Pogány Mária–Rádics József: Malteroslányok
[M. Pogány–J. Radics: Girl Mixing Mortar.
Élet és Irodalom, 4/1959. p. 9. 

Boris Taslitzky rajzainak kiállítása [An Exhibi-
tion of Drawings by B. Taslitzky]. Nagyvilág,
4/1959. pp. 618–619. 

Regény a párizsi kommünrôl. Tordai György:
Pernyét hord a szél [A Novel on the Paris
Commune]. Élet és Irodalom, 19/1959. p. 9.

George Grosz-nekrológ [G. Grosz Obituary].
Nagyvilág, 9/1959. pp. 1417–1418. 

Rajz és érem. Magyar rajz- és éremmûvészeti
kiállítás a Nemzeti Galériában [Drawing and

Medal. An Exhibition of Hungarian Draw-
ing and Medal Art in the National Gallery].
Élet és Irodalom, 40/1959. p. 11.

Grundig és tea. H. Grundig kiállításáról
[Grundig and Tea. On the Exhibition of
Works by H. Grundig]. Élet és Irodalom,
43/1959. p. 6. 

Picasso 80 éves [Picasso Is 80]. Nagyvilág,
12/1961. pp. 1863–1865. 

A filozófus Steinberg [The Philosopher Stein-
berg]. Nagyvilág, 7/1962. pp. 1013–1015. 

Kovásznai G. György: A mûvészet élménye. Re-
cenzió az 1962-es IX. Magyar Képzômûvés-
zeti Kiállításról [G. Gy. Kovásznai: The
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GLOSSARY

1956 Hungarian Revolution was a spontaneous nation-
wide revolt against the Stalinist dictatorship, last-
ing from 23 October until 10 November 1956,
which was crushed by Soviet forces. Following a
period of arrests and executions, a less autocratic
political system was introduced, stripped of the
Soviet type of personality cult, with the leadership
of János Kádár. 

ABA-NOVÁK, Vilmos (1894–1941) was a Hungarian
painter and graphic artist, whose work is charac-
terised by modernist, powerful, and sometimes
caricature-like representative skills as well as a
passion for classical fresco painting. 

Actually existing socialism (also: real socialism, really
existing socialism) is a  pejorative term referring to
the de facto socialism, a state of Marxist founda-
tions, formed according to the Soviet model and
based on the particular Hungarian circumstances. 

ACZÉL, György (1917–1991) was a communist politi-
cian, the most influential cultural-political leader
of Hungary from the 1960s to 1982, who intro-
duced the infamous cultural policy that recog-
nised three types of cultural activity: “the one we
support, the one we tolerate, and the one we pro-
hibit” (known as the three T’s policy, as each word
begins with a T in Hungarian).

ADY, Endre (1877–1919) was a modernist, symbolist
poet and an outstanding political journalist,
highly esteemed in Hungary.

ÁMOS, Imre (1907–1944) was a modernist painter, the
husband of Margit Anna, whose tragic deportation
in 1944 made a decisive impact on his wife’s sub-
sequent work.

ANNA, Margit (1913–19991) was a renowned modernist
painter (much inspired by French art), a member
of the Hungarian modernist artistic group, the Eu-
ropean School. Being a representative of modernist
painting as she was, she became marginalised by
the state socialist regime.

Arsenal Art Exhibition, Warsaw, 1955: The opening of
an exhibition at Warsaw’s Arsenal in 1955 was a
breakthrough moment. It featured the works of
young artists from all over Poland. This was a re-
bellion against the officially imposed artistic trend
of socialist realism. The Arsenal group avoided
`constructive´ themes like tractors in the fields,
smelting of steel, or the construction of new hous-
ing. What was presented at the Arsenal were
memories of the not-so-distant war experience
(personal recollections) and simple but genuine
images of people; still-lifes made up not of beauti-
ful and precious objects, but ones that were signs
of everyday life; unspectacular suburban land-
scapes. Source: http://www.culture.pl/en/cul-
ture/artykuly/in_ed_asp_warszawa

Association of Hungarian Artists (MAOE) was an artists’
association founded and controlled by the state
during the era of state socialism; still active today.

BÁLINT, Endre (1914–1986) was an acknowledged
Hungarian avant-garde painter and graphic artist,
a member of the Budapest-based group of mod-
ernist artists, the European School.

BARCSAY, Jenô (1900–1988) was an acknowledged
Hungarian painter and graphic artist, Professor at
the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts between
1945 and 1974. His Anatomy for the Artist, a refer-
ence for professionals and students of art, has
been published in several languages.

BARTA, Lajos (1899–1986) was an acknowledged mod-
ernist Hungarian sculptor, a member of the mod-
ernist artistic group, the European School.

BARTL, József (b. 1932) is a modernist Hungarian
painter, who has been a member of several avant-
garde artists’ groups, including the Szentendre
School. He was a fellow student of Kovásznai dur-
ing their art studies. 

BEKE, László (b. 1944) is a renowned Hungarian art
historian, who took an active part from the 1960s
in organising Hungarian Conceptual Art and cre-
ating a neo-avantgarde art scene.

BÉLA BALÁZS STUDIO (BBS) was the young Hungarian
experimental filmmakers’ workshop established
in 1960, where they could make their films with-
out the constraint of public screenings (which
would have involved official censorship). The pre-
served BBS archive has become an important part
of contemporary Hungarian visual culture.

BÉRES, Jenô (1912–19891) was a Hungarian painter
and teacher at the Hungarian Art High School be-
tween 1948–51, where Kovásznai was his pupil.

BERNÁTH, Aurél (1895–1982) was an acknowledged
Hungarian painter, graphic artist, art educator,
and art critic. After his initial Expressionist and
abstract works, his style became gradually more
conservative. Whereas he was a major member of
the Gresham Circle, a loose group of avant-garde
artists during the mid-war period, by the 1950s he
turned into an opponent of the non-figurative
style. During the era of state socialism, he created
several monumental mural works on state com-
mission.

BÓDY, Gábor (1946–1985) was an outstanding Hungar-
ian film director (Narcissus and Psyche, 1980), and
one of the major Central European video artists.
He founded Infermental, the first video art maga-
zine distributed on video cassettes, in 1980.

BORTNYIK, Sándor (1893–1976) was an acknowledged
Hungarian painter and graphic artist. He was Di-
rector of the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts,
Budapest, between 1949 and 1956.

CSERNUS, Tibor (1927–2007) was a modernist Hungar-
ian painter, whose style was strongly influential in
Hungarian art (“Sur-naturalism”). From 1964 he
lived in Paris, creating virtuosic paintings amalga-
mating hyperrealist and Caravaggesque influ-
ences.

CSÓK, István (1865–1963) was an Impressionist Hun-
garian painter.

CSONTVÁRY KOSZTKA, Tivadar (1853–1919) was a Hun-
garian painter with a highly unique style, who
met little appreciation during his lifetime, but
later became a highly acclaimed artist. His work is
characterised by an expressive, visionary
painterly style and a rich colour scheme. The
Csontváry Museum in the city of Pécs was
founded in 1973 with a collection donated by
Gedeon Gerlóczy (1895–1975) architect, who dis-
covered Tivadar Csontváry Kosztka’s canvases
that the deceased painter’s heirs were about to sell
to carriers at substance price, and by buying the
collection, saved the œuvre.

DERKOVITS, Gyula (1894–1934) was an acknowledged
modernist Hungarian painter (drawing primarily
on Expressionism, Cubism, and Constructivism). 

DOMANOVSZKY, Endre (1907–1974) was a Hungarian
painter with initially Novocentist, and subse-
quently socialist realist influences on his work.
From 1945 he was a Professor of Painting at the
Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts, Budapest.

EGRY, József (1883–1951) was the painter of light and
water, that of “the Hungarian Sea”, i.e., Lake Bala-
ton.

ÉK, Sándor (alias Alex KEIL) (1902–1975) was a painter
with a characteristically socialist realist œuvre.
From 1949 he was the leading professor of graphic
art at the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts, Bu-
dapest.

3 3 0

«
Figures against a Brown Background, 
Detail, reworking of a picture included in
Bubble Bath, ca. 1981–1982, oil on canvas, 
60 × 100 cm, unsigned
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ERDÉLY, Miklós (1928–1986) was a conceptual artist,
filmmaker as well as an influential art theoretician
of the Hungarian art scene during the 1970s and
1980s.

European School was a group of modernist artists ex-
hibiting together from 1945. From 1948, the Com-
munist regime made it impossible for them to
take part in exhibitions. The art of the European
School, however, only ceased to exist on the sur-
face; in fact, it remained as a subterranean stream
throughout the Communist regime. Beyond the
member artists’ art practice, the examples of their
intellectual and spiritual attitude and ethical and
aesthetic approach inspired the upcoming genera-
tions of Hungarian artists.

FEHÉR, Ferenc (1933–1994) was a major Hungarian
philosopher and art critic, a member of the Bu-
dapest School formed around the Marxist philoso-
pher György Lukács.

FERENCZY, István (1792–1856) was an outstanding
Hungarian sculptor of the 19th century.

FÉSZEK Artists Club is a still existing building with an
important arts club, established in 1901. During
the era of state socialism, it served as an extraordi-
nary island in downtown Budapest, housing a li-
brary with Western art periodicals among others,
small exhibition spaces, and various social events
for “painters, architects, sculptors, musicians,
singers, and comedians” (the club derived its
name from the acronym of these words, while the
word in itself means ‘Nest’). The club has pre-
served its peculiar atmosphere to date. 

FILM CLUBS During the era of state socialism, autho-
rised films were distributed through a chain of
centrally organised film clubs, by way of control-
ling film consumption. 

FÓNYI, Géza (1899–1971) was a Professor (of Fresco
and Mosaic) at the Hungarian Academy of Fine
Arts, where he was a teacher of Kovásznai as well.

FÜST, Milán (1888–1967) was a major Hungarian poet,
writer, and playwright. His internationally best
known novel is The Story of My Wife: Reminiscences
of Captain Storr (1942). In 1947 he taught at the
Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts.

GÉMES, József is a Hungarian animation filmmaker.

GYARMATHY, Tihamér (1915–2005) was a modernist
Hungarian painter, a member of the European
School.

HAJAS, Tibor (1946–1980) was the first practitioner of
performance art in Hungary. His most famous
short film is Self Fashion Show, from 1976.

HINCZ, Gyula (1904–1986) was a Hungarian painter
and art pedagogue. 

HUSZÁRIK, Zoltán (1931–1981) was a major Hungarian
film director, scriptwriter, and artist, who died just
a year before Kovásznai’s film, Reportrait, was re-
leased.

JAKOVITS, József (1909–1994) was a modernist sculptor,
a member of the artistic group, European School.

JÓZSEF, Attila (1905–1937) was a poet, one of the most
highly esteemed figures of Hungarian poetry.

JUHÁSZ, Ferenc (b. 1928), one of the seminal figures of
the Hungarian literary scene, who has been an ac-
tive poet to date.

KÁDÁR, Béla (1877–1956) was a Hungarian modernist
artist, who taught art pedagogy at the Hungarian
Academy of Fine Arts, Budapest.

KÁNTOR, Andor (1901–1990) was a teacher at the Hun-
garian Art High School, Budapest, where Kovász-
nai was one of his pupils.

KASSÁK, Lajos (1887–1967) was a Hungarian (Con-
structivist) artist, poet, and prose writer.

KESERÜ, Ilona (b. 1933) is a renowned Hungarian con-
temporary painter, who was Kovásznai’s fellow
student and friend at the Art High School and at
the Academy of Fine Arts, Budapest.

KISFALUDY, András was a member of György Kovász-
nai’s filmmaking team in the 1960s and 1970s, to
become a documentary film director from the
1990s. He has made several films on the 1960s and
1970s semi legal, underground cultural scene of
Budapest.

Komló was originally a village in Southern Hungary,
turned into a model mining city during the 1950s,
serving as a praised living and working place of
the proletariat.

KONDOR, Béla (1931–1972) was an acknowledged
Hungarian painter and graphic artist during the
state socialist period.

KORNISS, Dezsô (1908–1984) was an acknowledged
Hungarian modernist painter. From 1958, he was
Kovásznai’s friend and collaborator on several art
projects. For further information, please see chap-
ter 3.3.

KOSZTOLÁNYI, Dezsô (1885–1936) was a poet, essayist,
short story writer, novelist; one of the greatest
Hungarian translators of world literature. Esti 
Kornél (1933) is a collection of short stories featur-
ing his favourite hero, Kornél Esti, who is often re-
ferred to as Kosztolányi’s alter-ego, “a rebellious
outsider.”

KRÚDY, Gyula (1878-1933) produced a narrative tech-
nique which had no direct antecedents in the di-
versity of literary currents, and which in many
respects was a forerunner of the trend that became
finally shaped as ‘stream-of-consciousness’ in the
writings of such great authors as James Joyce or
Virginia Woolf in the 1920s. (Lóránt Czigány, “A
History of Hungarian Literature,” Chapter XVIII,
The Writers of Nyugat (I),
http://mek.niif.hu/02000/02042/html/37.html
(1984)

KUCZKA, Péter (1923–1999) was a Hungarian poet and
sci-fi writer.

LAKNER, László (b. 1936) is a renowned painter of
Hungarian origin, living and working in Berlin,
Germany.

LÁZÁR, Ervin (1936–2006) was a writer, best known for
his brilliant tales for children.

LOSSONCZY, Tamás (1904–2009) was a renowned Hun-
garian modernist painter.

LOTZ, Károly (1833–1904) was a major figure of 19th-
century academic (realist) mural painting.

LUKÁCS, György (1885–1971) was a Hungarian Marxist
philosopher and literary critic.

LYKA, Károly (1869–1965) was an outstanding Hungar-
ian art historian.

M. S. Master was the most outstanding master of Me-
dieval Hungarian painting, living in the first half
of the 16th century.

MACSKÁSSY, Gyula (1912–1971) was the “father” of
Hungarian animation film.

MAJOR, János (1934–2008) was an acknowledged Hun-
garian graphic artist, who was Kovásznai’s class-
mate and friend.

MARKÓ, Károly (1791–1860) was a major artist of Hun-
garian historical painting, widely known across
Europe.

MÉSZÖLY, Miklós (1921–2001) was an outstanding
Hungarian writer, who was a friend of György
Kovásznai.

MEZEI, Ottó (1925–2004) was a Hungarian art historian
focussing mostly on the 20th-century Hungarian
and European art.
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MUNKÁCSY, Mihály (1844–1900) was one of the most
acknowledged Hungarian painters. The use of bi-
tumen (as paint thinner or for a coloured ground)
to give the colours special light and deep bril-
liance, was a characteristic technique of his paint-
ings (similarly to other Impressionist artists) until
the mid-1880s. Owing to this technique, however,
the paintings became gradually darker, losing
their colours in 10 or 20 years. Source:
www.icn.nl/getasset.aspx?id=2378_nl-NL_live

MUSZKA, Imre (Comrade Muszka), turner, one of the
state prize-holder “Stakhanovist” workers of the
late 1940s, who were glorified owing to their
record-setting achievements in work productivity. 

NÁDLER, István (b. 1938) is an acknowledged Hungar-
ian neo-avantgarde (non-figurative) painter.

NAGY BALOGH, János (1874–1919) was a major avant-
garde painter of the early 20th century.

NAGY, Imre (1896–1958) was a Hungarian politician,
appointed Prime Minister of Hungary on two oc-
casions. Nagy’s second term ended when his non-
Soviet-backed government was brought down by
Soviet invasion in the failed Hungarian Revolu-
tion of 1956, resulting in Nagy’s execution on
charges of treason in 1958.

Nagyvilág (`Wide World´), a significant cultural peri-
odical during the era of state socialism, focusing
on contemporary Hungarian and international
phenomena of literature and art. Kovásznai was
an editor for its arts section from 1958 to 1974.

NÉMETH, Lajos (1929–1991) was a major Hungarian art
historian, who had a new approach to the history
of Hungarian art in the 19th and 20th centuries,
and who “re-discovered” the œuvre of Tivadar
Csontváry Kosztka. His critical activities had a
major impact on the Hungarian art scene of the
1960s and 1970s.

NEPP, József (b. 1934) is an outstanding Hungarian an-
imation film director and scriptwriter, a colleague
of Kovásznai at the Pannonia Film Studio from
the start.

Pannonia Film Studio was the second largest and most
influential animation film studio in the Eastern
Bloc after SojuzFilm (Moscow) between 1959 and
2004.

PERNECZKY, Géza (b. 1936) is an acknowledged Hun-
garian art historian and Conceptual artist, based
in Cologne, Germany, and Budapest.

PETÔFI, Sándor (1823–1849), a Hungarian revolution-
ary poet of the Hungarian Revolution of 1848, 
is one of the most renowned Hungarian poets.

Picture Gallery National Company (Képcsarnok Vállalat)
was the venue of state-controlled art trade.

PILINSZKY, János (1921–1981) was a major Hungarian
poet, who had a vast influence on the post-war
Hungarian poetry.

RADNÓTI, Miklós (1909–1944) was a Hungarian poet,
who is regarded as one of the most important
Hungarian poets of the 20thy century. Radnóti
was killed during World War II on a forced march
toward Germany.

RÁKOSI era / RÁKOSISM 1949–1956: Dubbed the “bald
murderer”, Mátyás Rákosi imitated Stalinist polit-
ical and economic programs, resulting in Hungary
experiencing one of the harshest dictatorships in
Europe.

REISENBÜCHLER, Sándor (1935–2004) was an anima-
tion film director working at the Pannonia Film
Studio, whose work was also based on a fine arts
approach, similarly to that of Kovásznai. 

RIPPL-RÓNAI, József (1861–1927) is one of the most
renowned Hungarian early modernist painters.

Rottenbiller Street (“Rottenbillerei”) was an important
artists’ colony in Budapest. All of its artists were
members of the European School. For further de-
tails please see chapter 3.3.

Socialist Realism is an artistic method based on the
Marxist-Leninist worldview, and as such, it is not
a style or a system of forms. It was introduced in
Hungary according to the Soviet model and influ-
ence after the World War II, as an obligatory form
of artistic manifestation.

SZÁNTÓ, Mária (1897–1998) was a pianist and painter,
exhibiting her works from the 1920s. Her mostly
Impressionist paintings often included musical in-
struments, nudes, still-lifes, and portraits.

SZÁNTÓ, Piroska (1913–1998) was a Hungarian avant-
garde painter, a member of the European School,
the first art educator who had a seminal influence
on Kovásznai. 

Szentendre School A unique colony of independent
artists of modernist mentality in a picturesque
small town by the Danube River, 20 kilometres
from Budapest. Szentendre has been a traditional
home for artists since the early 20th century.

SZODORAI, István was a State Prize-holder
(Stakhanovist) turner, a much favoured worker
model of Socialist Realism.

SZÔNYI, István (1894–1960) was a highly acclaimed
Hungarian early modernist painter.

TÓTH, Árpád (1886–1928) was a major Hungarian lyric
poet and translator.

VAJDA, Júlia (1913–1982) was a Hungarian avant-garde
painter, the wife of artist Lajos VAJDA.

VAJDA, Lajos (1908–1941) was one of the most influen-
tial Hungarian avant-garde artists.

VÉGH, László (Dr.) is a composer and radiologist, as
well as an important organiser of cultural events
in a private setting during the 1960s, who also
worked for the Hungarian secret service. He was
Kovásznai’s friend and a posthumous caretaker of
his œuvre. For further information please see
chapter 3.4.

VESZELSZKY, Béla (1905–1977) was a Hungarian
painter, whose pointillist paintings of abstract
compositions were inspired by Gnostic principles
and the works of Cézanne.

WEÖRES, Sándor (1913–1989) is an outstanding figure
of 20th century Hungarian poetry.

Young Artists Club (FMK) was a club housing an exhibi-
tion space and serving as an important social
venue. It was a meeting place as well as a venue
for young generations of artists socialised during
the era of state socialism, to tap into the avant-
garde art practices. It was under strict secret serv-
ice surveillance.

Youth Park (Ifjúsági Park) was a beautifully situated
riverside entertainment place in the Western
(Buda) part of Budapest during the 1960s and
1970s, where the most popular musicians and
bands performed. People were only allowed to
enter according to a strict dress code (e.g., neckties
for men were obligatory).

ZELK, Zoltán (1906–1981) was a much celebrated poet
during the Rákosi era, who wrote poems glorify-
ing Stalin and Rákosi. (With the 1956 Revolution,
in which he was involved, his poetry took a new
turn.)

ZHDANOV, Andrei Alexandrovich (1896–1948) was a So-
viet politician, who developed the cultural-politi-
cal basis of Socialist Realism, which became
infamous as the Zhdanov Doctrine: the Soviet cul-
tural doctrine that was made to be obligatory in
other countries of the Communist Bloc as well
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Figures against a Green Background, 

Detail, ca. 1982, oil on canvas, 
150 × 250 cm, unsigned
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“The essence
of art lies

in its secretive
nature.”

G y ö r g y  Ko vá s z n a i



“Do you remember Peter Parker’s first fight in Spider-Man? When he is attacked by a bullying 
schoolmate, the viewers are made to see through Parker’s eyes that the opponents are moving 
in different time dimensions. For Parker, the fierce attack appears as a slow-motion shot. This 
is why those involved in the scene per- ceive Parker to be moving at a paranormal speed. Before 
the dazzled eyes of posterity, Kovásznai appears – for lack of a better definition – as a Gesamt-
kunst artist, whose works of total art keep evading the force of systematising interpretation. 
While spellbound audiences keep gaping at the painted figures that abandon their frames, mar-
velling at the artist who side-steps genre delimitations in a flash, let us conjure the aquarium 
of silence that surrounds Parker, with the noises of the outside world deadened into a hollow 
mumble.” 

[FERENC HAMMER, sociologist]



What felt very familiar was kind of the impetus and the essentialness and the emergency of making. That it felt 
like an emergency. That work has to be made non-stop. Seeing his work my immediate thought was I want to 
be back in the studio making something. There was kind of a collegial fury of creation which is a main thing that  
I kind of got, from him.

[WILLIAM KENTRIDGE artist]

 
I think Kovásznai will appeal to a lot of British people, because we have a long tradition of humour and frivolity 
and very serious meaning hiding within frivolous images going right back to Alice in Wonderland and going right 
through to the Monty Python tradition. When I saw some of Kovásznai’s films in the Hungarian National Gallery,  
I thought immediately of some Monty Python films and how actually he is going to be perceived in all his fun, as well as his 
seriousness, because those were quite sharp critiques of society when those Monty Python films came out.
I never anticipated the comparison to be made with William Kentridge, but of course when you see those animated films 
and you are a contemporary art buff, and you know Kentridge’s work, the correspondences are quite astonishing.
The British art scene has its own expressionist tradition, going back to people like Auerbach, where indeed there is  
a lot of red and yellow and things getting very sqooshy, as you would say in English, which is a feature of Kovásznai’s 
work.…and a tradition that continues… people like Ron Kitaj come to mind, and the poppy, the pop aspects of Ron 
Kitaj link up very nicely with Kovásznai. There is a kind of Kitaj-Kovásznai conversation we might imagine, as well as 
many other conversations.

[SARAH WILSON art historian]

 
György Kovásznai was clearly a gifted animator-artist; his paintings like his films imbued with mutability, motion 
and liminal images. Animation merely facilitated and extended the mobility of his figures and forms in his drawings  
and canvasses, placing the world in both impressionist and abstract expressionist flux.
Kovásznai was obsessively compelled to create; to remain endlessly curious; to remain unresolved in his deep  
enquiry about existence in anything but the attempt to find the means of expression to best exemplify his perception  
of the world, and its reception of him.     

[PAUL WELLS art historian]

 
Well, Kovásznai is really a painter. Even when he is animating, he is a painter, and he is able to do amazing things with 
paint. He can bring it to life. It becomes a sort of living, organic material, and that’s the way we distinguish him. He 
really understood the liquidity of paint, and somehow he brought that to life when he made his films.

[DAVID CROWLEY art historian]

I think why it’s so interesting what Kovásznai took for us today is the freedom that he had, not only in a society that 
otherwise was unfree, but also the freedom that he had aesthetically to move between disciplines. Freely moving from 
two-dimensional paint of the work to animation or animation proven moving image works which are so interesting  
for us today, but which were virtually unknown at that time.

[ANDRÁS SZÁNTÓ consultant in the fields of art]

kovasznai.org


